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Abstract 
 
Experiencing Violence: 
Children and the Marginalized Urban Space of the Brazilian Favela 
 
Pamela Katia Sertzen, M.A. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 
 
Supervisor:  Rebecca M. Torres 
 
This research examines the transformations occurring in children and youth’s 
identity narratives as they engage dialectically with the recent public narratives of social 
and political inclusion.  Employing children’s experiences of the favela, this thesis 
explores children’s ontological narratives as part of a place-based identity constructed 
within the public narratives of Rio de Janeiro.  A range of public narratives are 
constituted and socially constructed by the state, media and culture industries.  However, 
cultural, social and economic narratives from non-governmental organizations based in 
favelas have emerged as counter-production to the mainstream public narratives.  This 
work captures the intersections of these narratives in children’s lives through empirical 
research in a favela in Rio de Janeiro using participant observation, a mini questionnaire, 
and photo-voice technique with children aged 10-13.  It provides insight into the ways in 
which children face every-day boundaries enforced by relationships at the individual, the 
community, and the city levels.  The findings show that children are caught in a web of 
 viii 
disorder that is strongly influenced by both traffickers and the state, which contributes to 
their continued social exclusion from formal city space. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 
 
Viver na favela é uma arte.   
Ninguém rouba,  
ninguém escuta,  
nada se perde.  
Manda quem pode;  
obedece quem tem juízo.  
- Selarón, Rio de Janeiro street artist 
 
 
Living in the favela is an art.  
Nobody steals,  
nobody listens,  
nothing gets lost.  
Whoever can give orders does;  
those who are smart obey.  
- Selarón
1
 
 
Nestled between two of the most upscale neighborhoods in Rio de Janeiro, 
Rocinha is Brazil's largest single favela, a term used to describe Brazilian urban 
shantytown (See Figures 1 and 2). For two months during summer 2009, I volunteered at 
a non-profit dedicated to providing educational opportunities for children and youth, and 
interacted almost daily with children living in that favela.  From the bus stop, walking 
into Rocinha required skirting past a two-man police checkpoint and then past a small 
marijuana selling operation just two blocks away.  Following a rudimentary canal filled 
with waste, I would disappear into the narrow tunnels of multiple stacked homes.  
Another subtle reminder of the byproducts of drug trafficking violence was posted high 
up on the wall of one of the homes – an enormous poster in memory of a son and brother 
killed by a stray bullet. 
                                                 
1 My translation. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Portuguese are mine. 
2 See a discussion of this topic in Chapter 3. 
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Figure 1 Map of South America and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
  
 
3 
Figure 2 Rocinha and surrounding favelas in Rio de Janeiro
  
 
4 
I sensed that violence was always present in Rocinha, even though it did not mean 
gunshots every day.  However, I did not understand the subtleties of drug trafficking 
violence or how it played out in the daily lives of children and youths.  Nonetheless, the 
time that I spent working with extracurricular programs in 2009 was important because it 
allowed me to practice building rapport with the children in another language and cultural 
setting and provided me with access to some insider knowledge about Rocinha.  After 
about two months of volunteering, I sensed that the children and youth had a different 
perspective from the adult members of the community on favela spatiality, or the 
properties of favela space.  This was similar to what I had experienced in AmeriCorps 
while working with 5th graders at an inner-city elementary school and I wanted to pursue 
it further.   
My previous work with at-risk children in Boston helped me to bridge my 
interests in urban geography and children’s perceptions and experiences of space in 
urban, low-income/at-risk areas.  Youth are especially vulnerable to inequalities in urban 
areas, and I wanted to explore children’s experiences in “informal” city space.  These 
areas are traditionally undocumented or underrepresented in official city statistics, yet in 
Rio de Janeiro, approximately 20% of the population lives in favelas and children under 
the age of 17 represent roughly 40% of the favela population (Cano, Sento-Sé, Ribeiro, & 
Souza, 2004), which means it is very important to consider their experiences.  My interest 
in Latin America, urbanization, and internal migration and time in Rocinha led me to 
focus on children and marginalized urban space in Latin America’s largest, and possibly 
most researched favela.
2
   
                                                 
2 See a discussion of this topic in Chapter 3. 
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Growing up in the unique urban space of a favela in Rio de Janeiro, children 
experience this setting like other children who face boundaries placed by personal 
relationships, community, and the city in the ways that they negotiate the space of their 
every-day lives.  However, what makes these particular spaces interesting is their 
historical exclusion by the Brazilian state and subsequent criminalization, and the current 
various amounts of state presence in the favelas, ranging from none to policing and recent 
infrastructure improvements.  These factors must be considered within the favela as part 
of the larger cityscape, and the larger socio-political context that informs these children’s 
lives.  The historical exclusion from political processes and the changing influence of the 
state means that children in favelas are growing up in highly distinct environments in 
terms of citizenship and the Brazilian state.   
In the particular context of Rocinha, violence has already been identified as one of 
the most important factors in youth’s social experiences (Bittencourt, 2008).  Through my 
research questions, I sought to gain an understanding of the everyday practice of violence 
in children and youth’s lives through how they perceive the differences between their 
community and life in the asfalto,
3
 the impact of violence at the individual, family and 
community level, and how they negotiate and overcome (or not) these spaces of everyday 
violence. 
Within the favela, the formal city areas of Rio de Janeiro, and the liminal spaces 
that emerge, childhood situates itself against a backdrop of drug trafficking and violence, 
                                                 
3 Asfalto literally means asphalt and commonly refers to the formal city space.  This dichotomy between 
the asfaltoand the morro is popular and largely perpetuated by the media and public organizations seeking 
to distinguish the “formal” from the “informal.” I use it here for lack of a better term to identify the 
territorial boundary between these two areas, although I agree with Perlman (2010) about the questioning 
the use of this binary. 
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as well as a larger social intolerance.  Grounded in children’s geographies, this research 
examines children’s experiences with, and perceptions of, trafficking-related violence in 
Rocinha, a favela located in Rio de Janeiro.  The research investigates how children 
conceptualize their experience in the favela and the urban spaces around it as sites of 
simultaneous violence, “calm” and resistance. Studies previously conducted with children 
and youth on the issue of violence in their lives have used participatory methods, as well 
as traditional ethnographic methods, such as interviews (Cabral & Speek-Warnery, 2005; 
Jones, Herrera, & Thomas De Benítez, 2007; McIntyre, 2000; Olinger, 2007; Pires & 
Brancho, 2008; Winton, 2005).  These techniques informed how I formulated the 
following research questions: 1) How do children and youth perceive their urban 
experience with respect to drug trafficking related violence as juxtaposed between the 
asfalto and the morro?
4
  More specifically, in what ways do children and youth negotiate 
spaces of socialization (i.e. play) within and outside of their community in their daily 
lives?  2) What are children and youths’ impressions of the impacts of violence on the 
social, economic, political and cultural fabric of their community and families? 3) How 
do children and youth understand the spaces of violence that they encounter in their daily 
lives? In asking these questions, I took a child-centered approach, privileging children’s 
knowledge and perceptions throughout the research process.   
A child-centered approach positions this study as set apart from current favela 
research on the effect of violence on children because the existing work typically takes an 
educational or psychological approach (Acosta, 2004; Bittencourt, 2008; Dias, 2009; 
                                                 
4 Morro means hill; the favelas are literally located on mountains and hills within the city of Rio de Janeiro 
that look down on the Bahia da Guanabara (Guanabara Bay, iconic of postcards of the city) or into the 
Mata Atlântica (Atlantic Forest).  People on the street will tell you that it is the only city in the world where 
the poor live above the rich and have the best views. 
  
 
7 
Pires & Brancho, 2008; Rizzini, 1994).  In addition, this project was conducted before the 
Batalhão de Operacões Especiais (BOPE – Special Police Operations Battalion) entered 
Rocinha in November 2011, which provides the opportunity for an interesting future 
comparison.  One of the biggest changes was the BOPE’s capture of Nem (Antônio 
Francisco Bonfim Lopes), who was the head of drug trafficking operations in Rocinha.  
In addition, increased policing and more state-led projects geared towards increasing a 
sense of citizenship within the community are bound to change the social and built 
environment of Rocinha.  This project contributes to a greater understanding of children’s 
negotiations of latent violence in favelas and its impact on their everyday lives and 
attempts to bridge literature on children’s geographies, favelas, violence, and citizenship 
in order to engage dialectically with these areas of research.  
Children’s geographies are primarily concerned with the places and spaces that 
form children and youth’s lived experiences (Aitken, 2001; Holloway & Valentine, 
2000).  Matthews and Limb (1999) call on geographers to consider the myriad 
complexities present among children and youth’s lived experiences since they span a 
global range of spaces and places.  Sibley (1991, p. 270) reminds us that we must 
“identify the different meanings of childhood associated with age, gender, culture, place 
and time.”  I would argue, as Aitken (2001) does, that we must also consider “adult” 
issues of race, ethnicity, class, family and political background to understand the ways in 
which children experience the world differently than adults.  On an interdisciplinary 
scale, there has been a surge in social scientists’ (sociologists, anthropologists, 
psychologists, etc.) and non-academics’ interest in re-conceptualizing childhood and 
child-centered studies.  Geographers must also consider the value of these perspectives 
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on geographic research with children (Sibley, 1991).  Research on children and youth 
should be used to encourage empowerment, participation and self-determination among 
children and youth.  Focusing on children and youth as social actors and as those who 
participate in place-making by ascribing meaning to their environments (Aitken, 2001; 
Holloway & Valentine, 2000; Sibley, 1991), this type of research seeks to give voice to 
previously silenced children and youth in social, political and environmental studies 
(Matthews & Limb, 1999; Philo & Smith, 2003; Weller, 2006) 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Children acknowledged 
children as global citizens; they have the right be involved in making decisions that affect 
their lives.  The UNCRC positioned children as important to policy making (Muscroft, 
Bell, Brett, & Marcus, 1999) and fostered country specific efforts, such as Brazil’s, that 
acknowledged children’s and youth’s rights.  The shift in global institutional 
perspectives
5
 on children’s and youth’s capacity for agency situates them as subjects that 
“…alter expected outcomes of social interaction” (Castro, 2011, p. 65).  This shift toward 
seeing children as agents affects policies and the ways in which they are perceived by 
institutions.  As non-governmental organizations and the state strive to create new spaces 
within the favela for children that offer an option outside of trafficking and are linked to 
social mobility, youth perceptions of violence in Rio de Janeiro become even more 
important.   
In this thesis, I demonstrate how children living in favelas mediate public 
discourses of violence and how these mediations play out in their own narratives of 
favela space.  Children also negotiate larger discourses of violence and citizenship.  My 
                                                 
5 For example, see the United Nations Programme on Youth at www.unyouth.com  
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goal is to establish how violence within the favela creates a social space where 
citizenship is degraded.  In addition, I show how social order is recreated under the 
premise of drug trafficking related violence. 
The first two chapters introduce Rio de Janeiro and more specifically, my 
research site in Rocinha.  The second chapter contextualizes favelas in Rio de Janeiro, the 
state’s role in favela issues and trafficking-related violence in the favelas, and the legal 
and social representations of children.  In addition, it outlines sources of stigma for favela 
residents in Rio de Janeiro.  It presents stigmas as historically and legally grounded, 
which is why they serve as one of the most exclusionary factors for favela residents.  
Following this chapter, I introduce Rocinha, giving a background of its history and its 
spatial layout and relationship to Rio de Janeiro, and the specific child-focused 
organizations where I conducted my research in the favela.  This chapter serves to give a 
more specific context of Rocinha, but also provides a critical reflection of the methods 
that I used during this study.  I conclude that research with children is often time-
consuming and difficult, and requires a lot of flexibility on the part of the researcher.   
The fourth chapter draws from photo elicitation interviews with children and the 
larger public discourses that are present in the favela.  These children’s experiences 
provide an understanding of the ambiguity faced in the favela, as children negotiate 
between state presence and the drug traffickers.  The final section (Chapter 5) concludes 
with a summary of the research conducted, its implications for future considerations for 
social policies in favelas in Rio de Janeiro, and some proposed issues for further research.    
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Chapter 2 
Setting the scene: favelas and policies on children in Brazil 
In order to consider children’s favela spatiality, this chapter provides a 
background on favelas and their growth in Rio de Janeiro and finishes with a section on 
policies towards children in Brazil since the 1990s.  It draws from previous research by 
Brazilianists from a variety of fields and contextualizes the more specific details of my 
study that will be presented in Chapters 3 and 4.   
In this chapter, I highlight some of the processes of urbanization that led to the 
growth of favelas in Rio de Janeiro and how favelas are currently portrayed and 
understood.  In addition, this chapter addresses some of the sources of everyday racial, 
economic, and social stigma that residents currently suffer in favelas.  Based on previous 
research, I present the favelas as racially, economically, and socially stigmatized and 
demonstrate how this historically rooted stigma is spatially and discursively produced.  
Although the favelas are more racially and economically heterogeneous than they have 
been in the past, they continue to be sites of discrimination.  I hope to juxtapose the 
perpetual stigma with the contemporary heterogeneity of the favelas.  Moreover, I will 
show how this stigma, which has decreased significantly in the past few years, continues 
to foster exclusion concurrent with policies championing citizenship and inclusion, such 
as the changes outlined in Brazilian policies towards children that I detail in this chapter. 
Previous studies (Souza e Silva, Barbosa, Oliveira Biteti, & Fernandes, 2009; 
Valladares, 2007) conclude that favelas in Rio de Janeiro are heterogeneous.  In 
particular, favelas can no longer be categorized as entirely marginal (i.e. poor, illegal, 
rent-free settlements with precarious building materials in areas with a lack or deficit of 
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infrastructure) (Perlman, 2010).  Yet, the reality is that members of these communities 
continue to have favela addresses and suffer from historically rooted spatial 
discrimination (Cardoso, Elias, & Pero, 2003; Perlman, 1980).  This is a recurring theme 
for favela residents in almost every aspect of life and will be continuously brought up and 
explored in this thesis.  Rocinha, where I conducted my research, is much more 
consolidated and well-connected through transport and employment opportunities than 
other, much smaller favelas in the West Zone of Rio de Janeiro. As such, it is very 
difficult to speak of the favelas as one homogenous group; rather, this thesis begins by 
situating the favelas of Rio de Janeiro and Brazil as heterogeneous environments that 
should be treated as such by the media, policymakers, and academics.   
FAVELA(S): HETEROGENEOUS SPACES OF RIO DE JANEIRO 
In order to call attention to the complexity and heterogeneity of the favelas, I will 
first discuss Observatório de Favelas’6 recent work in defining the contemporary favela,7 
which was led by Brazilian geographers Jailson de Souza e Silva and Jorge Luiz Barbosa.  
They outlined their findings, which brought together community activists, policymakers, 
and academics, in a brief work titled O que é a favela, afinal?  In their discussion, they 
generate four themes common to favelas at the political, economic, urban, and cultural 
levels while arguing that each favela is unique in time and space.  First, the work profiles 
favelas as places where the state’s political interventions are incomplete, yet recurring, 
and where there is no guarantee to social rights such as housing, citizen security and 
                                                 
6 The Observatório de Favelas is a civil society organization that generates research, consultancy and 
public actions to produce knowledge and elaborate policy proposals focused on favelas and urban issues.  
For more information in Portuguese, Spanish and English, please see www.observatoriodefavelas.org.br. 
7 In O que é a favela, afinal?, the favela is referenced in the singular with the hope of developing and/or 
contributing to a conceptual framework about the favela that embraces the complexities and diversities 
present in this space in contemporary Rio de Janeiro. 
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decent public education.  Residents’ expectations of these rights are low, as they “are 
constantly violated by police repression, corruption, and continuing social inequity” 
(Jaguaribe, 2009, p. 221).  This is true in varying degrees in Rio’s favelas; some have 
benefitted greatly from government-sponsored urbanization programs, while others are 
still waiting for promised infrastructure improvements.  Second, investments in the 
formal market system are generally precarious in the favelas, which cause a 
socioeconomic distance between the favelas and the rest of the city.  Regardless, many 
favelas have internal, informal investments, such as businesses and homes.  Third, 
housing construction is mostly self-initiated and does not adhere to the urban patterns 
defined by the state.  These self-made homes simultaneously represent the inequalities 
present in Brazilian urbanization and the inhabitants’ struggle for their right to the city.  
Finally, they argue that the multiple races and ethnicities are present in the favelas leads 
to plurality within material and symbolic identities (Souza e Silva et al., 2009).  On this 
last point, Souza e Silva and Barbosa fall short; racial democracy in Brazil is a fallacy.  
The Census data presented in Figure 4 shows the reverse racial composition in urban 
areas versus “subnormal urban agglomerations” for Rio de Janeiro (municipal level) and 
Brazil. In addition, when examined at the tract level, census data demonstrates a marked 
difference between the morro and the asfalto in terms of racial composition by 
percentage in each area (See Figures 5, 6, and 7).  The favelas are clearly marked by 
differences in racial composition from the rest of the urban areas, which is very telling of 
the stark racial contrast between the favelas and the formal city despite increased 
heterogeneity.   
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Figure 3 Population by Color and Race, Brazil and the Municipality of Rio de Janeiro 
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Population by Color and Race 
 Brazil and the Municipality of Rio de Janeiro, 2010 
ᵃ Translation for these terms would render them meaningless.  A close approximation for amarela might be Asian and for Parda, someone of mixed race.  However, 
I prefer to leave them as is and open to interpretation. 
ᵇ For Brazil as a whole. 
ᶜ For the Municipality of Rio de Janeiro. Author's elaboration, based on IBGE - Census 2010. 
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Figure 4 Map of White Population by Percentage, Rocinha and surrounding areas 
  
 
15 
Figure 5 Map of Preta Population by Percentage, Rocinha and surrounding areas 
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Figure 6 Map of Parda Population by Percentage, Rocinha and surrounding areas 
 17 
RIO DE JANEIRO AND ITS FAVELAS 
In the Cidade Maravilhosa,
8
 growth is vertical and concentrated; sandwiched 
between the Bahia da Guanabara and the Mata Atlântica, its geographic location does not 
permit the sprawling horizontal growth typical of Latin American cities. However, Rio de 
Janeiro’s unique topography favored the growth of favelas on hillsides, which elites had 
judged as undesirable locations for building.  The bairros nobres (upscale 
neighborhoods) of the more privileged classes on the flat terrain of the formal city butted 
up against the terrain of the morros,
9
 drawing attention to the stark inequalities between 
these two areas based on topographical differences.  Currently numbering between 750 
and 800 through official and unofficial estimates (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 
Estatistica, 2011; Perlman, 2009), favelas in Rio de Janeiro are what would be considered 
peri-urban growth in most Latin American cities.  However, according to O’Hare and 
Barke, “…the spatial and temporal manner in which Rio’s favelas have evolved defy 
most attempts at convenient generalization” (2002, p. 225).  Leeds (1969) describes Rio 
de Janeiro’s favelas as “internally peripheral” because they are on land that is undesirable 
for “formal” development.10   
The earliest favelas date back to the late 19th century and early 20th century, 
when migration by the poor was the most important factor influencing population growth 
in the city of Rio de Janeiro (O’Hare and Barke 2002).  Favelas have been an integral a 
part of the Rio de Janeiro cityscape as an affordable and convenient housing option.  In 
the late 1800s, these spaces served as homes for returned soldiers, new migrants to Rio de 
                                                 
8 This is an often used nickname for Rio de Janeiro meaning, the Marvelous City. 
9 Because of their historical position on the hills, favelas can also be referred to as morros, although not all 
favelas fit within this topographical category. 
10 I was informed by a colleague that this is changing as land speculation due to a continued housing crisis 
suggests that it would be more profitable to demolish favelas and build luxury high rises and 
condominiums.  Many favelas in the Zona Sul boast spectacular views of the city and the ocean. 
 18 
Janeiro and service workers needing homes close to their places of employment (Abreu, 
1987). Multiple accounts exist to explain the rise of favelas in Rio de Janeiro and I will 
outline two of these versions here.  First, favelas in Rio de Janeiro might have emerged 
shortly after the abolition of slavery in 1888 (Perlman, 2010; Valladares, 2007).  In his 
work linking favela space with quilombo,
11
 or maroon communities, Andrelino dos 
Campos (2005) speaks to the opening of favela space as a site for the empowerment of 
Brazilians of African descent in their struggle for permanence in the city.  While others 
would agree (Sheriff, 2001), the favela and other informal spaces were also sites of 
exploitation by vote-seeking politicians (Fischer, 2008).  Favelas were common sites of 
political clientelism; the larger a favela, the more votes it could provide.  In a second 
explanation, the government allowed migrant soldiers returning from the northeast in 
1897 to settle on the hillsides of Rio de Janeiro while awaiting housing options in the 
city, which gave birth to the first favela: Morro da Providência (Valladares, 2007).  
Originally named Morro da Favella, residents used the name to refer to the hardy favella 
plant found in the northeast that had deep roots and grew in adverse conditions, much like 
the people living on the “unwanted”  sloping, terrain of Rio de Janeiro.  These conflicting 
stories of origin speak to the lack of concrete information chronicling favela history due 
to their informality. 
In the present day, the term favela problematically denotes the informal 
settlements on the morros of Rio de Janeiro and other Brazilian cities (Valladares, 2007).  
Cardoso et al. (2003) argue that the name used by the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e 
Estatística (IBGE - Brazilian Institute of Statistics and Geography), a state apparatus, for 
these areas, “aglomerados subnormais [subnormal urban gatherings]” continues to 
                                                 
11 Historically, quilombos were spaces where freed or escaped slaves set up self-sustaining communities.  
One of the most famous leaders was Zumbi dos Palmares.  
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construct a negative, poverty-focused connotation for favelas, and elides the complexities 
that are present in these spaces of the urban fabric (See Figure 7).
12
  The census first 
began formally counting residents of favela areas in 1950.  However, these numbers are 
usually undercounts of the true population in these areas.  According to recent data, about 
20% of the population in the city of Rio de Janeiro resides in the favelas (Cardoso et al., 
2003; Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, 2011).  
Figure 7 Distribution of aglomerados subnormais, Municipality of Rio de Janeiro 
                                                 
12 The first results of the 2010 Census have just been released (April, 2011) and include a special section 
on aglomerados subnormais, a term which has been seen as problematic.  
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Placing the contemporary favela in the socioeconomic context of Rio de Janeiro 
requires a more nuanced understanding of the effects of urbanization in this Latin 
American city.  During the early nineteenth century, Rio de Janeiro underwent a process 
of modernization forcefully guided by Francisco Pereira Passos, a Brazilian engineer who 
utilized a public health discourse to justify urban reforms targeted at areas of the city 
favored by the popular classes.  Passos wanted to create a modern, European city.  In 
order to do so, he criminalized certain areas and evicted those residents.  At the time, this 
socially, economically, racially, and spatially marginalized sector of the population lived 
in the center of the city in housing agglomerations called cortiços, which were seen as 
loci of disease and criminality.  Pereira Passos’ reforms were designed to “clean” the city 
of its disease, but eviction of these residents further exacerbated the housing crisis, which 
had been provoked by migration of the poor to Rio de Janeiro, abolition (freed slaves), 
and European migration.  The lack of housing in the city center fueled the growth of 
precarious settlements in and around Rio de Janeiro.  Leu (2004) argues that the current 
spatial configurations of Rio de Janeiro are a legacy of these historical state policies that 
favored removals and displacement of popular moradias (housing) to more distant and 
invisible areas of the city.  The policies implemented during these reforms served to 
criminalize certain racialized spaces of the city (i.e. parts of the city center), reurbanize 
them, and push the people out towards the suburbs.
13
  These socio-spatial processes of 
displacement are still present within the city and its urbanization processes, and 
contribute to the continued stigmatization and criminalization of favela spaces.   
During the reforms initiated by Pereira Passos, the media and the state 
perpetuated negative discourses surrounding the favela by positioning the favelas and 
                                                 
13 In Rio de Janeiro, the suburbs are just as negatively stigmatized, unlike suburbs in the United States. 
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their inhabitants as “problems” in Rio de Janeiro.  The Código de Obras da Cidade, 
established in 1937, formalized this perspective by describing the favelas as an aberration 
that could not be a part of the official map of the city (Burgos, 1998, p. 27). This type of 
language persisted and served to alienate the favela from the “modern” city during the 
1940s and returned again during the 1960s (Burgos, 1998).  In addition, this discourse 
provided the rationale for the continued eradication and eviction policies mobilized by 
the state of Rio de Janeiro.  Inbetween these two periods, the 1950s saw a shift to a more 
understanding discourse.  However, from 1968 to 1975 during the military dictatorship,14 
approximately 100 thousand favela residents were removed from their homes and close to 
sixty favelas in Rio de Janeiro were eradicated.  It was arguably “um dos capítulos mais 
violentos da longa historia de repressão e exclusão do Estado brasileiro [one of the most 
violent chapters in a long history of repression and exclusion by the Brazilian 
government]” (Burgos, 1998, p. 38, 36).  With international mega-events such as the 
2014 World Cup and the 2016 Olympic Games on the horizon, and an international eye 
turned to Rio de Janeiro’s urbanization practices and policies, current eviction and 
eradication processes are much more measured than what occurred during the 
dictatorship.  During the 1980s and 1990s, population increased more in the favelas than 
in the non-favela areas of Rio de Janeiro.  These particular “housing” policies are 
detrimental and  planning for future mega-events continues to endanger even more favela 
residents’ homes and livelihoods (Romero, 2012). 
The juxtaposition of the favela to the rest of the city creates a definition that 
focuses on what the favela lacks when instead, the focus should be on its specific socio-
spatial characteristics (Souza e Silva et al., 2009).  Inequality in Brazil disproportionately 
                                                 
14 The dictatorship lasted from 1964 to 1985 and Elio Gaspari’s 4-volume series on the dictatorship (A 
Ditadura Envergonhada, Vol. 1; A Ditadura Escancarada, Vol. 2; A Ditadura Derrotada, Vol. 3; A 
Ditadura Encurralada, Vol. 4) is one of the more definitive works that chronicles this time period.. 
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affects this section of the population, in part due to later migration and subsequent rapid 
urbanization unaccompanied by policies to develop housing, sanitation, education and 
health services for the marginalized urban poor; residents of favelas often lack basic 
infrastructure (Xavier & Magalhães, 2003).  The government has responded in recent 
years by implementing programs to improve infrastructure and socioeconomic conditions 
in the favelas.  The government created spaces within the favela can be termed “unequal 
contact zones” (Jaguaribe, 2009)  and can also be characterized as liminal zones that 
stress the connections that the favelas have to the city contrary to previous work that 
positioned the favela as separate from the rest of the city (Ventura, 1994).  This is the 
typical description of the favelas as morros, or the hillsides where they are located, and 
the planned city as the asfalto, or the asphalt, of infrastructure, wealth and development.  
In Cidade Partida, Ventura’s journalistic account of Vigario Geral, a favela near 
Rocinha, he stresses a divide between the morro and the asfalto by proposing that the 
initial spatial exclusion transformed itself into a larger social problem and served as a 
seed for a post-modern war based on the economic structure of the arms and drug trade.   
However, much of the existing literature has deflated narratives of dualization in 
the city of Rio de Janeiro by emphasizing the complexities found within the favela 
(O’Hare & Barke, 2002; Pedrosa, Noel, Ernesto, & Pugliese, 1990; Perlman, 1980, 2010; 
Souza e Silva et al., 2009).  Perlman’s (1980) seminal work, Myth of Marginality, and her 
follow-up study conducted three decades later, Favela: Four decades of living on the 
edge (2010), debunked the myth of the favela as entirely separate from the rest of Rio de 
Janeiro.  Her original study demonstrates the linkages between favela residents and the 
larger social, economic, and cultural city context.  The follow-up documented the 
changes experienced by the grandchildren of her first informants, providing a 
longitudinal view of life for residents of the three favelas that were her research sites.  
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She concludes that the grandchildren continue to experience spatial stigma associated 
with favela residency, but have more educational and economic opportunities.   
DRUG TRAFFICKING AND THE STATE RESPONSE(S) 
Leeds (2007) asserts that the new poverty of the present and its related violence 
continue to polarize the city.  After the fall of the dictatorship in 1985, police were 
expressly instructed not to enter the favela.  The effective removal of the police was 
symbolic of the larger city’s lack of interest in the safety and security of the favela.  In 
addition, this lack of state presence in the favelas coincided with the rise of drug 
trafficking (Perlman, 2009).  In a recent interview in Carta Capital,
15, Rio de Janeiro’s 
federal deputy Chico Alencar suggests that these marginalized spaces where the law was 
no longer present allowed traffickers to construct parallel power structures (Huberman, 
2010).  His words echo Arias’ (2006) conclusion that the lack of a safety net for residents 
of favelas fosters situations where they are discouraged from political participation and 
that “drug trafficking in Rio represents an expression of transformed state and social 
power at the local level” (2006, p. 196).   
However, in 1994 the city of Rio de Janeiro implemented the Favela-Bairro plan 
in an attempt to bring services (water, electricity, trash collection) to these “internally 
peripheral” locations and in so doing, integrate them with the rest of the city.  The 
program’s focus on public space, with  minimal intervention in homes, was central to its 
design (Burgos, 1998).  This and other similar integration programs were a form of 
promoting state presence but not control.  Burgos writes “através [do programa Favela-
Bairro], o poder publico aproxima-se dos excluídos e pode ver e ouvir de perto aquilo 
                                                 
15 Carta Capital is a weekly Brazilian news publication based in São Paulo that has partnered with The 
Economist since 2008.  It provides a critical review of political, economic and cultural events in Brazil and 
around the world, frequently criticizing government policy towards favelas and urban violence.  It is 
published by Editora Confiança.  For more information, see website: www.cartacapital.com.br. 
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que já não se consegue expressar na arena política [through the Favela-Bairro program, 
the government approaches the marginalized and can see and hear from close up what 
cannot be expressed in the political arena] (1998, p. 51).” While this positions the 
government as neutral, residents are aware of the politics exercised through some of the 
infrastructural changes in their communities.  There is no one easy solution that could be 
used to ‘fix’ the problems of the morro (Conde and Magalhães 2004) and the Favela-
Bairro program has met with varied success due to the heterogeneity within and across 
the various favelas of Rio de Janeiro.  In recent years, some state-led initiatives to fill 
these gaps include the Pacifying Police Units (UPP – Unidade de Polícia Pacificadora), 
and the Growth Acceleration Program (PAC – Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento, 
and PAC-2).  The main goal of the first PAC was economic; it sought to encourage 
public and private investment in infrastructure to secure growth.  Between 2011 and 2014 
in PAC 2, considerable investments will be made in building crèches (R$ 80.32 million), 
physical education courts (R$ 17.03 million), and plazas for sports and culture (R$ 67.18 
million) which are part of the Comunidade Cidadã (Citizen Community) focus and 
directly affect children (Governo do Brasil, n.d.).   
Despite these programs, the urban poor in favela communities continue to lack 
“effective connections” to the state at local, regional and national levels.  Children are 
even less likely to have these connections.  Some would argue that traffickers represent a 
parallel, state-like power, however, I am strongly against the notion that trafficking and 
its imposed order could ever replace the state and its responsibilities to its citizens.  
Furthermore, the work of local and international non-governmental organizations that 
have based themselves in the favelas only partially addresses the vacuum left by the state.  
Globally, non-governmental organizations have become increasingly important in 
providing a safety net of social services.  This situation is one of the many legacies of the 
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structural adjustment programs which reduced the public services offered by the state 
across Latin America after the debt crisis of the 1980s.   
ACTORS IN THE FAVELA 
Residents of favelas are caught in this large scale turmoil, but on the everyday 
scale one of the greatest challenges that favela residents face are the conflicts between 
various actors.  According to Perlman (2009) and Arias (2006), these groups are: 
1) the factions competing for territory, 
2) the police who murder innocent civilians and escape persecutions,  
3) the semi-present but mostly absent government,  
4) the extra-judicial militias that extort or control residents, and 
5) the sensationalist media that consecrates the “us versus them” divide   
Not all favelas have all of these actors present, but this list helps us to elaborate 
on the potential socio-spatial conflicts that could arise.  Favela residents are caught 
between abusive police and the traffickers, unable to rely on either for security in their 
own homes (Jaguaribe, 2009). The militias’ and the factions’ spatial control of the favela 
often generates fear among inhabitants.  Moreover, residents are wary of the police who 
engage with traffickers (Alves & Evanson, 2011).  Ultimately, these residents are trapped 
and are less likely to utilize formal methods of dispute resolution, resorting to traffickers’ 
forms of resolution and the fallacy of security (Arias & Rodrigues, 2006; Rodrigues, 
2002).  Militias, which are formed by off-duty or retired police officers, often attempt to 
bribe presidents of residents’ associations in order to ensure a certain political outcome 
(Alves & Evanson, 2011; Arias, 2006; Perlman, 2009).  In addition, the presence of 
grassroots, local and international non-governmental organizations, which have been 
overlooked by Perlman and Arias, is reshaping the direction of these conflicts.   
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In the early 1990s, narrowly focused non-governmental organizations sprang up 
in the favelas, but lacked the power to serve as transformative organizations (Gay 2009). 
In recent years there has been an increase in the formal, large non-governmental 
organizations that influence relationships in the favela.  Of particular interest to this 
research are the ones led by the new cultural actors, born and raised in the favelas of Rio 
de Janeiro, who focus on working with youth in these communities.  One of the most 
well-known non-governmental organizations is Grupo Cultural AfroReggae,
16
 which 
now runs place-specific programs in six different favelas and conjuntos habitacionais.
17
  
Over the years, AfroReggae has gained hands-on expertise and a role in conflict 
mediation between the various actors (police, marginalized youth, and traffickers) in 
spaces of latent and manifest violence.  They host dialogues with police and ex-
traffickers called Papo-cabeça and encourage shifts in socio-spatial relations between 
residents and police.
18
  There are also much smaller organizations where I was able to 
observe a similar goal: presenting youth and children with viable options to keep them 
out of trafficking.  By providing a positive environment, these organizations seek to 
portray the culture, creativity, and education present in the favelas to the children and 
youth involved as a social value instead of a reason for stigma. 
                                                 
16 To learn more about Grupo Cultural AfroReggae, consult the website at www.afroreggae.org.  A good 
Portuguese-language resource is José Junior’s Da favela para o mundo (2003). AfroReggae’s international 
acclaim comes from its international partnership with a UK-based organization, its initial success in 
securing grant money from the Ford Foundation, an English-language documentary that was produced in 
the United States (Favela Rising, 2005), and an English-language book written by Damian Platt and Patrick 
Neate (Culture is our weapon: AfroReggae in the favelas of Rio, 2006).   
17 Conjuntos habitacionais were constructed by the government but due to lack of infrastructure 
development, residents began providing for these services themselves, which led to the informality 
typically associated with favelas in Brazil. 
18 For more information on this program, please see www.afroreggae.org, accessible in Portuguese. 
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CONTEMPORARY REPRESENTATIONS OF THE FAVELA 
In this section I will briefly describe the perceptions and stigmas surrounding the 
contemporary favela and its residents by drawing from cultural studies, communication 
studies, anthropology, sociology and geography.  This is an effort to provide a broader 
understanding of the favelas as they are seen by outsiders and the media, which I believe 
is crucial to children’s understandings of the favela since they are receptors of these 
socially constructed narratives. 
The favelas of contemporary Rio de Janeiro are caught in a war of representation 
(Jaguaribe, 2004; Williams, 2008).  On the one hand, there is the image of the favela as a 
violent no man’s land.  On the other, it is a place of survival and resistance.  This war is 
occurring at a local scale through media and television programs (novelas or the ever-
popular Brazilian soap opera, Cidade dos Homens
19
), but also at a global scale in the 
mediated representations of the favela through film (Cidade de Deus, Tropa de Elite) and 
chic global bars appropriating and packaging the favela for consumption.
20
  Within the 
social imaginary of many of Rio’s residents, especially the middle-class, favelas are 
linked with drugs and criminality.  Nonetheless, non-governmental organizations based in 
favelas and other favela-based groups are attempting to counter mainstream media 
representations with new discourses of survival and resistance; these struggles of 
representations of urban space are a part of the place-(re)making process occurring in Rio 
de Janeiro.  José Padilha’s recent documentary Ônibus 174 (2002) is one such attempt; it 
chronicles the real-life story of Sandro, a young-man living on the streets of Rio de 
Janeiro who hijacks a bus, and by extension, national television, enters into Brazilian 
                                                 
19 This program was a spin-off of Cidade de Deus, but only lasted four seasons.  I first became acquainted 
with it through my first experience in learning Portuguese here in the United States, so it also has an 
international appeal.   
20 See www.favelachic.com for bars in London and Paris. See Leu (2007) for a more academic example.  
Also, a number of bars within Brazil have incorporated favela into their name.   
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homes via the live stream media reports of that day, and is later murdered by the police.  
The film sheds light on the often untold stories of the most marginalized through an 
examination of the structural causes of urban violence that contribute to the frequently 
perpetuated negative stereotypes.  
The media frequently employs the trope of war to describe trafficking situations 
in favelas.
21
  Although the “war” is mostly physically contained within favela spaces, the 
media extends the war to formal city spaces.  Leu (2004) proposes that violence in Rio in 
late 2002/early 2003 served as a way of appropriating not just physical space but also 
media territory.  In addition, these particular instances of urban violence lent visibility to 
the struggles of the popular classes and their struggles within the Cidade Maravilhosa 
because they upset the status quo of social relations between the elites and themselves.  
Sibley (1995, p.60) argues that “media representations are mostly fictional, imaginary 
constructions, but they draw on the same stereotyped images of people and places which 
surface in social conflicts involving mainstream communities and ‘deviant’ minorities.”  
The press creates a spectacle of violence surrounding these issues and works to instill a 
sense of fear (Leu, 2004).  This element of fear that escalates among middle to upper 
class Brazilians in Rio de Janeiro, leads the media to consistently identify the favela 
space as poor and entirely criminal, rather than acknowledging its heterogeneity.  It 
further obscures the fact that inhabitants of the morros are victims of trafficking just as 
much, if not more than, the elites outside of favela spaces.   
Apart from being criminalized through the media’s discourse on violence, favelas 
in Brazil are also intimately linked with poverty.  In essence, the residents of favelas are 
                                                 
21 See  the online websites of newspapers O Globo, Folha de São Paulo and news videos on YouTube from 
the 1990s and the present (to name just a few potential sources) chronicling shootouts in favelas.  The aerial 
view provided by the television news programs promotes a distanciation for residents of the legal city areas 
from those residents and traffickers living in the favelas.  
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further stigmatized because of their address in locations associated with poverty and 
crime.  However, it would be wrong to assume that all residents of favelas are poor.  As 
Souza e Silva et al. (2002) propose in their book on the contemporary favela, residents 
are increasingly representative of a variety of socioeconomic statuses.  These findings are 
also consistent with my own research and short residency in Rocinha.  In journalist Julio 
Ludemir’s novel Sorria, você está na Rocinha (2004), he captures the complexities or 
“gray” zones of Rio’s largest favela, the relationships, rules and doubts that permeate life 
in Rocinha. Some of the most visible spatial divisions are fueled by socioeconomic 
factors, such as income, education and occupation.  For example, a higher income would 
allow you to live in a more consolidated area and perhaps closer to the road, facilitating 
your transport and access to basic services, such as electricity and water.
22
 Irrespective of 
its heterogeneous reality, for the larger city Rocinha is seen as a mass of poverty.  
Poverty and how it is perceived exclude favela residents on social, political, economic 
and spatial levels.  In addition, as I have indicated, there is a high amount of stigma and 
discrimination associated with living in the favelas (Mendes Crizostomo & Santos 
Silveira, 2009; Perlman, 1980, 2010; Valladares, 2007).
23
   
Another form of marginalization in Rio de Janeiro is language. Apart from the 
regional linguistic differences in Brazilian Portuguese, favelas are known for the frequent 
use of giria (slang) in everyday speech and the high incidence of obscenities in informal 
contexts.
24
  Roth-Gordon (2007), in her research with youth in a Zona Sul (South Zone) 
                                                 
22 The different neighborhoods in Rocinha are representative of different socioeconomic statuses.  While I 
would not be able to relate each neighborhood to a different status, my interactions in the community 
suggested that where people lived was indicative of their economic status.   
23 Ironically, there is now value in poverty through the surge in favela tourism.  Any Google search will 
pull up a number of companies operating in Rio de Janeiro.  Most of the tours in Rocinha are run by 
operators who are not from the community.  Only a handful of these companies operate tours with local 
guides. 
24 In my own experience, this slang is parodied on television and radio shows and is heavily associated 
with traffickers.  As a volunteer at a project in Rocinha, children and youth participating in my research 
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favela in Rio de Janeiro, proposes that the appropriation and innovation of giria actually 
conveys “stance, novelty, and style,” which are social goals of representation.  In her 
research, middle-class listeners of the conversations she recorded distanced themselves, 
saying giria was also “the disruption of standard discourse conventions” (Roth-Gordon, 
2007, p. 333).  As she concludes in a later study, “the enregisterment of slang has been 
integral to the construction of longstanding social and spatial distinctions in Rio, 
demarcating the physical space of the favela and naturalizing the exclusion of its 
residents” (Roth-Gordon, 2009, p. 58).   
One of the most noted markers of stigma is the trafficking-related violence 
prevalent throughout many of the favelas in Rio de Janeiro.  Comando Vermelho (CV), 
Rio de Janeiro’s first and oldest drug faction initially organized itself in a high-security 
prison, following the teachings of leftist political prisoners, to regulate prison behavior 
and seek improved conditions.  A little more than a decade later, around 1982, CV turned 
to the drug trade to finance arms purchases and prisoner escapes (Gay, 2009, p. 33).
25
  
The increase of traffickers during the mid-1980s and the lack of state presence in the 
favelas, led to CV’s insertion into marginalized areas of the city; the hillsides and 
organically constructed built environment were geographically advantageous to 
concealing illicit activities (Perlman 2009; Gay 2009; Arias 2006; Arias and Rodrigues 
2006).  Research indicates that poor people are the principal victims of the effects of this 
violence, because they do not have the political or economic resources that guarantee 
access to justice and security (Zaluar, 1998, p. 213).  In particular, poor children face 
limiting conditions in areas where this type of violence is present.  I will explore these 
                                                                                                                                                 
were ecstatic that I spoke with a certain amount of carioca giria even though I “talked funny” because of 
my mixed up accent. 
25 For a particularly interesting film recounting a mostly fictional account (yet based in truth) about the rise 
of  Comando Vermelho in the infamous Ilha Grande prison, see Lúcia Murat’s 2004 film, Quase Dois 
Irmãos. 
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conditions and the legal systems adopted to face these challenges in the following 
sections. 
LEGAL AND SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF CHILDREN IN BRAZIL 
In re-thinking children’s conceptualizations and experiences of their immediate 
cityscapes, I draw from literature on children’s geographies as previously mentioned in 
Chapter 1.  However, in this section, I want to position children within the Brazilian legal 
context and then the social context of the favelas.  I will emphasize the construction of 
children through the change in legal definitions that occurred in the 1990s.  The effects of 
these internal policy adjustments parallel global restructuring of perceptions about 
children.  Next, I will consider the social context of the favelas and how it affects 
children’s lives, focusing particularly on favela-related stigma and trafficking, both as a 
source of violence and as a potential lifestyle choice.   
In order to contextualize how children living in favelas are perceived, I will focus 
on some of the debates in research on Brazilian children prior to the 1990s, during the 
1990s, and after.  The reason that I focus on these periods is because the 1990s marked a 
pivotal shift in Brazilian policies towards children; in order to fully understand this shift, 
the periods before and after are also relevant.  Prior to the 1990s, children were seen as 
objects of care, rather than as a cultural actors and subjects of rights.  Research on 
childhood positioned children in two ways: 1) as imminent criminal offenders or 2) as 
innocent, well-to-do children.  This framing represented the Brazilian social imaginary of 
childhood (Castro & Kosminsky, 2010) and research on children at the time mirrored 
society’s perceptions of children.  Changes in conceptualizations of children in Brazil are 
linked to global events that repositioned children as social actors with social rights.  
Shortly after the United Nations adopted the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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(UNCRC) in 1990,
26
 Brazil adopted the Child and Adolescent Act (ECA; Estatuto da 
Criança e do Adolescente, Lei Nº 8.609)
27
 into its constitution.  The UNCRC provided 
the guidelines for Fernando Collor’s government and nongovernmental organizations to 
mobilize around the rights of the child.  ECA is a result of more than a year’s worth of 
deliberations between governmental and non-governmental organizations. UNICEF 
Brazil provided technical assistance and maintained a dialogue between the governmental 
and non-governmental institutions involved in the children’s rights and recognition 
movement in Brazil during the late 1980s.  Of the guiding principles behind ECA, most 
revolutionary was the creation of national, state and municipal Councils for the Rights of 
the Child and Adolescent formed by government and nongovernment representatives.  
Another important decision was the decentralization of services which was “expected to 
result in more needs-oriented policies and increased accountability” (Rizzini, Rizzini, 
Munoz-Vargas, & Galeano, 1994, p. 81).  
Brazil proposes in Article 4 of the ECA that: 
It is the duty of the family, community, society in general and the public authority 
to ensure, with absolute priority, effective implementation of the rights to life, 
health, nutrition, education, sports, leisure, vocational training, culture, dignity, 
respect, freedom and family and community living. (translation from Rizzini, 
2010) 
Up until about the 1980s, certain children and adolescents (poor, black, or of mixed race) 
in Brazil were negatively framed through a discourse of abandonment and delinquency.  
The language of the ECA points to a realization and understanding of child and 
adolescent rights for all Brazilian children, not just those in the juvenile delinquency 
                                                 
26 See www.unicef.org/crc for more information on the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) and 
the full-text of the convention.  The site also highlights that the CRC is “the first legally binding 
international instrument to incorporate the full range of human rights.”  It is the most widely ratified human 
rights treaty by the United Nations Member States. 
27 Full text of the Estatuo da Criança e do Adolescente can be found here, in Portuguese: 
http://www.amperj.org.br/store/legislacao/codigos/eca_L8069.pdf 
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system.  Also relevant was the role of all institutions in Brazilian society and their 
responsibilities to Brazilian children. Through this change in discourse, ECA defines 
children and adolescents as valid social beings and citizens of Brazil with rights to 
participation, just like adults.  Previous research with Brazilian school-children about 
participation and citizenship suggests that conservative participation, in which children 
and youth ascribe to norms set by adults in a school setting, is the most prevalent type of 
participation amongst youth (Castro, 2011), which proposes that children still have a 
limited understanding of participation.  Rizzini, Barker and Cassaniga (2002) identify a 
gap in the policies that were implemented as a result of ECA since their inherent focus 
continues to be on street children and juvenile delinquents.  There are a number of low-
income children and youth who live with their families that are essentially invisible to the 
state because they are not on the street; these children would greatly benefit from 
additional support.
28
   
As previously mentioned, violence in the favelas has soared in the mid-1980s.  
Social discrimination issues within the favela were further exacerbated by neoliberal 
policies.  The privatization of certain government-sponsored companies cut revenue for 
public services benefitting favela residents.  This factor, along with the previously 
mentioned rise in drug trafficking, made conditions in the favela even more difficult.  The 
inferior conditions of the favelas disproportionately affect the spaces that children inhabit 
since young people’s mobility is more limited than that of adults (Rosemberg, 2005).  
Children are seen as particularly vulnerable to the effects of inequality and violence in 
Rio de Janeiro (Bittencourt, 2008; Urani, Amorim, Speranza, & Blanco, 2006).  The poor 
living there “are terrified that their children will not return alive at the end of the school 
                                                 
28 One particularly interesting extralegal method of providing support for a child is the practice of informal 
adoption among low-income Brazilian families, which is also referred to as the circulation of children 
(Fonseca 2004, 2002a, 2002b; R. C. L. Cardoso 1984). 
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day or that their baby will be shot while playing on the front steps” (Perlman, 2009, p. 
52).  Even children in my study were highly aware of the bala perdida
29
 that could 
happen at any time due to shoot-outs (i.e. between police vs. traffickers, traffickers vs. 
other traffickers) perpetuated by drug trafficking.  
Drug trafficking in the favela is present in various aspects of children’s lives.  In 
this atmosphere, many taken for granted social institutions – family, church, school, age 
cohort – are either absent or endangered by fatal violence (Alves & Evanson, 2011).  The 
emotional trauma of violence is felt by orphans, widows, and other family members of 
victims of direct violence.  Violence affects young people in terms of the economic cost 
and years of life lost (Cano et al., 2004).  The level of trafficking-related violence in the 
favelas disproportionately affects educational opportunities for children in these areas.  
For instance, children studying at a school in the favela can have trafficking related 
violence permeate their educational experience (Alves & Evanson, 2011).  School areas 
within favelas controlled by drug factions are not considered neutral and “…have 
increasing become a space for contestation between rival drug factions” (Leeds, 2007, p. 
26).  Secondly, children’s (and adult’s) socialization can be limited not just to certain 
areas within their residential favela but also other favelas around the city (Perlman, 
2010).  One group of journalists in the 1990s who spent some time in various favelas 
recounted that violence and its effects are always present, even though they are not 
always direct (Pedrosa et al., 1990).
30
   
                                                 
29 Literally, lost bullet, but really means stray bullet.  Walls near one of my study sites were riddled with 
bullet holes.  It formed a part of children’s everyday reality without even being present every day. The fear 
of potential violence was present in their descriptions. 
30 These journalists spent a month in six different favelas and chronicled it in their book, A violência que 
oculta a favela: o dia-a-dia nas favelas do Rio (1990).  All were reporters from Jornal do Brazil, one of the 
most respected news publications in Brazil.  Their time in the favelas led them to challenge their own 
beliefs and ingrained stereotypes about favelas and the residents.  Their main conclusions/revelations were 
that 1) the favela is a mix of working-class people and traffickers and 2) that residents continue to seek a 
better life. 
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Children’s lives are impacted in the most obvious way when they are recruited by 
drug traffickers or join of their own free will (Cano et al., 2004; Dowdney, 2003).  An 
estimated 5,000 children and youth are a part of the drug trade in Rio de Janeiro (Olinger, 
2007).  Often the options for mobility offered by traffickers are the most promising in 
terms of economic gain, and young inhabitants of the favela join a faction only to find 
themselves caught up in a fast-life that ends in death. Becoming a part of the informal 
drug economy is considered an appropriate alternative to a lack of available employment 
opportunities (Dowdney, 2003; Meirelles & Minayo Gomez, 2009; Phillips, 2007) 
especially because oftentimes, the prejudice that exists towards job-seekers from the 
favela weighs more heavily on youth from the favelas and blocks them from getting a job 
in the formal economy (Perlman, 2010).  Once a part of the trafficking life however, the 
most cited example for leaving trafficking is a fear of dying through armed conflict or 
betrayal (Meirelles & Minayo Gomez, 2009).     
These examples emphasize the ways in which trafficking-related violence 
permeates the lives of children and youth and informs their view of themselves and of the 
world.  While trafficking is not the only type of violence, my experience led me to realize 
that it is one that dictated the social order of the favelas, which I will address in Chapter 
4.  This is the primary reason why I chose to focus on this type of violence and its effects 
on children’s lives in Rocinha.  Trafficking-related violence manifests itself differently 
across Rio de Janeiro and changes over time (i.e. depending on what faction is in power, 
etc.), which means that the experience of violence is embedded in time and space for 
children. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
In this brief background of Rio de Janeiro and its urban processes, I demonstrated 
how the stigmatization and exclusion in the present is deeply and historically rooted.  In 
this particular Latin American city, the growth and consolidation that were part of 
urbanization and modernization generated favelas and other similarly spatially, racially, 
economically, and socially excluded spaces.  In some ways, these spaces have improved 
over time, but the more wealthy areas have developed as well, and these disparities 
continue to highlight the stark inequality in Rio de Janeiro.  This contributes to the 
continued discrimination against poorer areas and the residents associated with those 
places.   
Children are particularly vulnerable in Brazil, especially in the “subnormal urban 
agglomerations.”  The context of Brazilian legal decrees about children and youth serves 
to position children at the intersection of the spatially-related stigma that surrounds them 
and the laws that are in place to protect them.  Currently, children in Rocinha are growing 
up in this particular situation.  They are benefitting from funding and NGOs specifically 
aimed at providing extracurricular athletic, educational, and creative opportunities yet 
they are also navigating the stigma of being favela residents in Rio de Janeiro.  Efforts to 
improve their situation are disjointed and would benefit from a more comprehensive 
approach.  In the following chapter, I will introduce Rocinha, my research site/NGO 
partners that facilitated the project that I conducted with children, and critically describe 
the methods I used. 
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Chapter 3 
Research with children in Rocinha 
In this chapter, I will introduce Rocinha as a specific favela in Rio de Janeiro and 
describe my perceptions of the community in the summer of 2011.  This chapter provides 
an overview of the two sites where I conducted the majority of my research and recruited 
children.  I contemplate the recruitment process and the methodology used in my study.  I 
also provide critical commentary about these methods and propose methods for future 
studies with children in this particular place.  Finally, this section concludes with a 
reflection on the research process; the ways in which it was successful and some of its 
challenges.   
MEETING ROCINHA FACE-TO-FACE 
My first visit to Tio Lino’s atelier was through a favela tour.  Back in 2009, I had 
sworn that I would never take a tour of a favela, because I felt the tours were an 
exploitation of poverty.  But this time, the tour was arranged through Ryan’s friend 
Zezinho and it would take me to Tio Lino’s door.  Knowing my research interests, Ryan, 
a fellow geography student at another institution, had asked me to take some things down 
to Tio Lino’s art school.31  I accepted in order to facilitate contact with my potential 
research site.  Rocinha is one of the most over-studied favelas in Rio de Janeiro 
(Valladares, 2007). There are a number of individuals examining different aspects of 
Rocinha, and scholars such as Valladares suggest focusing on other areas.  However, I 
chose to conduct my research in this particular community because of my previous 
                                                 
31 Ryan Goode, at the time a doctoral candidate at San Diego State University, had raised funds for Tio 
Lino through puzzle sales (www.favelapuzzles.com) of panoramic views of Rio de Janeiro.   
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familiarity (as mentioned in Chapter 1) with the research site.  Those experiences and 
contacts made it possible to conduct this study two years later in the summer of 2011.   
Accompanied by Andrea, my ex-roommate from Austin who was studying fluvial 
geomorphology at Universidade Federal Fluminense (UFF), I met our tour guide 
Zezinho in Copacabana.  Many middle-class Brazilians, like Andrea, fear the favelas 
because of the way the media represents them.  Andrea was more comfortable meeting 
outside of the favela, and since she was doing me a favor, I agreed.  From Copacabana 
Palace, we got onto a van (run by COOPERTRAR - Cooperativa do Transporte 
Alternativo da Rocinha) and headed to Rocinha.  It was the first time I had gone through 
Gávea, a nearby middle to upper class neighborhood, to get to this particular favela and 
Zezinho assured us that it was better than first paying for a van and then a mototaxi to get 
us to the top of Dois Irmãos (the mountain).  I believe another reason for this trajectory 
was because he wanted to transmit the full effect of the juxtaposition between the elite 
neighborhoods and Rocinha.  The van wove its way through the upper class 
neighborhoods of Ipanema, Leblon and Gávea and started to go up Rua Marques de São 
Vicente, where the landscape changed from quaint urban housing to the trees of the Mata 
Atlântica (Atlantic Forest).  This route up the back of Rocinha is home to a hospital, 
another favela called Parque da Cidade, and the exclusive American School of Rio de 
Janeiro, where students pay R$ 5,000 tuition (approximately US $2,740/month).  As the 
van went around the curve, Andrea and I took in the stark landscape changes in 
preparation for the tremendous inequalities coming around the corner.  The lush forest 
gave way to an agglomeration of seemingly haphazardly constructed buildings.   
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Figure 8 Rio de Janeiro, from one of the entrances to Rocinha 
Ironically, the start of the tour was a lookout point of the city, with our backs 
facing Rocinha.  This favela’s location in the Zona Sul, where most of the well-off 
neighborhoods are located, provides magnificent views of some of the most elite 
neighborhoods of Rio de Janeiro.  On a clear day, one can see across the city all the way 
to the Cristo Redentor atop the Corcovado.  Andrea and I captured the breathtaking vista 
of Rio de Janeiro, with the campus of the American School of Rio de Janeiro in the 
foreground (see Figure 8).  Behind us were shops at the entrance to Rocinha and 
“tourism” artists were set up next to us on the sidewalk.    
Zezinho led us along Estrada da Gávea, stopping to describe the many services 
that were available.  We saw a post office, which I learned was a recent addition; I had 
always wondered about how mail reached inhabitants in Rocinha.  When talking to the 
apartment rental agent later, I found out that the official mail service only reached 
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approximately 30% of residences that participated in the 2009 census conducted by the 
state government of Rio de Janeiro (GERJ, 2009); the rest of the houses were serviced by 
Grupo Carteiro Amigo, a voluntary group of community organized mail people that 
delivered to all the houses considered “unofficial.”32  There were three branches of major 
Brazilian banks already in the favela and one Banco do Brasil branch being built, which 
was slated to be finished in September of 2011.  The streets were alive with shops, 
restaurants and small corner store/bars, also known as botiquins.  I had heard rumors of a 
McDonalds in Rocinha that had shut down.  Now, there is a Bob’s, which is the Brazilian 
equivalent.  Across from Bob’s, we saw a new, yet empty, building, that was to be 
inaugurated in September (2011) and would serve as a cultural center for the community.  
Its location just above the S-curve on the main road in Rocinha is particularly convenient 
since it is high enough for city officials to consider it part of the favela, but also still 
accessible to those who would not venture into Rocinha regularly.  There was also a new 
hospital/medical post, known as the Unidade de Pronto Atendimento (UPA), built on land 
that used to house a dance hall.  The UPA is located right on the S-curve on Estrada da 
Gávea and Zezinho told us that the S-curve used to be a famous spot for auto racing.   
Many locations around Rocinha are designated by community markers, such as 
the “Curva do S (S-Curve)” and “Casa da Paz” (which no longer exists).  This system of 
landmarks, based on Rocinha’s urban imaginary, seems to work remarkably well because 
most people, including children, are familiar with these names.  In socioeconomic terms, 
Rocinha is divided into approximately twenty-four sub-bairros, which vary from extreme 
poverty to middle-class (GERJ, 2009).  Not surprisingly, the more consolidated areas are 
concentrated around the major streets, such as Estrada da Gávea and Vía Ápia.  These 
                                                 
32 For more information on this informally structured mail service in Rocinha, please see 
www.carteiroamigo.com.br 
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areas are paved, have electricity, rarely flood, and have intermittent waste management 
and a sewage system.  The government designated Rocinha as a Favela-Bairro in 1993, 
as part of a larger plan to integrate favelas into Rio de Janeiro’s formal city landscape 
through infrastructure improvements.  However, the city government maintains these 
types of services only in the most consolidated areas of Rocinha. 
 
 
Figure 9 Tio Lino’s temporary atelier in the Valão  
At the end of our tour together, Zezinho took me to Tio Lino’s Mundo da Arte 
(see Figure 9), where the slogan is “Troque uma arma por um pincel [trade a gun for a 
paintbrush],” which essentially conveys the goal of this particular organization.  
According to Tio Lino, he has been working with youth in Rocinha for about thirty years.  
Tio Lino uses donated and recycled materials for art projects and offers youth and 
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children a place to engage with artistic expression, self-awareness, and reflection.  He 
currently runs his atelier out of a temporary space because the roof in his primary 
location collapsed during heavy rains.  During my stay in Rocinha, Tio Lino’s 
organization gained a website,
33
 secured business cards, and hosted a fundraising event, 
all of which contributed to formalizing his presence as another NGO in Rocinha.
34
  The 
event raised enough money to clean out the debris that had accumulated when the roof 
collapsed and to start constructing a new roof.  Mundo da Arte currently operates on the 
bottom floor of a four story building that used to be a bar for a very specific area in the 
Valão; it focuses entirely on serving youth that live in the catchment area of Tio Lino’s 
current location.  Tio Lino rents this small, cramped space and hosts what I refer to as 
“art moments”, times in which children and youth are allowed to play with art materials 
and be creative, such as the one depicted below in Figure 10.  However, after spending 
several weeks there, I came to believe that one of its purposes is to give children and 
youth a space where they feel comfortable enough to socialize, express themselves, and 
play.   
                                                 
33 The website can be found at http://www.mundodaarte.org. 
34 There are countless formal and informal organizations working in Rocinha on a variety of issues: 
primary education, public health, art, videography, etc.  
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Figure 10 An “art moment”: an evening of painting at Tio Lino’s atelier 
Mundo da Arte has an executive board consisting of members from within and 
outside of Rocinha, but Tio Lino runs the day-to-day operations of the project on his 
own, traveling about an hour and a half from his home in each direction.  It is highly 
unorganized because of Tio Lino’s limited time and involvement in many other projects, 
most of which seek to improve opportunities for children and youth in Rocinha.  I have 
seen videos of Tio Lino’s previous space and talked to older participants and I believe the 
disorganization is in part due to the temporary nature of the space.  A few times while I 
was there, older generations of youth that had previously been involved in Mundo da Arte 
would come to help Tio Lino supervise the younger children.  Once, Tio Lino even left 
me in charge while he went to a meeting.  When it became evident that he was not going 
to return that night, I organized the children into groups in order to clean up, and asked a 
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nearby vendor (who stored his cart in Tio Lino’s atelier) to help me close up using the big 
chain and lock to hold two pieces of plywood together as makeshift doors.   
The atelier opens in the morning and houses Tia Rosa’s reforço escolar, which is 
the equivalent of homework help; she is unrelated to Tio Lino.  She charges her students, 
while Tio Lino does not.  Tia Rosa closes the atelier around noon and Tio Lino re-opens 
again around 4 or 5pm, staying open until 10pm at night.  Brazilian students study in two 
shifts in elementary school, one in the morning till about noon, and another from noon till 
4pm, which is why Tio Lino opens up again at 4pm.  Some of the students participating 
in the reforço escolar are not enrolled in school.  The reforço, which is meant to 
complement their formal schooling, becomes their main “school.”  In the afternoons, it is 
more chaotic since there are many more children ranging from age 6 to age 13, all vying 
for Tio Lino’s attention or space within the atelier.   
Tio Lino introduced me to another NGO in Rocinha, which I first encountered as 
Projeto Jovem.  Over time I learned that it belonged to a larger Italo-Brazilian NGO 
working in Rocinha that also sponsors alphabetization classes (similar to Tia Rosa’s 
reforço escolar) and an Italian-Portuguese bilingual school in Rocinha.  The NGO is 
located on Via Ápia, which is one of Rocinha’s main roads.  It was easy to get to from 
Tio Lino’s atelier, although it took me a few times to finally get there on my own.  The 
NGO is also located very close to one of Rocinha’s main entrances, on the third floor of a 
building that also accommodates a nail salon and a lawyer’s office.  This particular NGO 
works with elementary school children, tweens and teenagers, and also adults who come 
for literacy courses.   
The level of organization at Il sorriso dei miei bimbi, the Italo-Brazilian NGO that 
organizes Projeto Jovem and other activities, allows for several classes to be offered in 
the limited classroom spaces (3) throughout the afternoon.  It also has a kitchen space and 
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since it is on the third floor, the organization has access to the rooftop patio (lage) of the 
building.  Youth participating in Projeto Jovem have access to art, Italian, theatre, 
videography, and jiu-jitsu classes through a variety of teachers hired by Projeto.  Most of 
these teachers are paid for through the NGO’s small budget, which comes mainly from 
fundraising.  While I was there in the summer of 2011, they were struggling financially 
and unsure of whether or not they would have enough money in the budget to continue 
operating.  This NGO has an extremely organized and informative trilingual website, 
which attempts to reflect what is happening on the ground.
35
   
The outside instructors at Projeto Jovem provided access to different activities, 
but it soon became evident that they had limited belief in favela children and youth’s 
abilities to succeed in life by becoming gente.
36
  Some of the teachers also exhibited high 
levels of frustration at working with these particular youth.  The director of the NGO is 
an Italian woman that had stayed in Rocinha; the school, the youth project, the 
alphabetization and adult literacy courses are her way of contributing to positive change 
in Rocinha and providing more opportunities through increased access to education.  Tio 
Lino is also the art teacher at Projeto Jovem and the youth adored him because they knew 
him from other contexts.  They wanted to do well and prove themselves to him, not 
necessarily artistically, but show that they could complete tasks quickly and efficiently.  
As I was listening to him, I realized that he believed in their ability to excel more than 
they did, but recognized that they could go astray at any moment.  During one time that I 
sat in on an “art” lesson, the NGO director and the program coordinator had asked Tio 
Lino to address the youth’s reluctance to continue with theater classes.  Tio Lino tried to 
                                                 
35 For more information on Il sorriso dei miei bimbi and current projects, please visit their website at 
http://www.ilsorrisodeimieibimbi.org/  
36 For a further discussion of becoming gente, see Janice Perlman’s Favela: four decades of living on the 
edge (2010). 
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convince them of the inherent value of theater skills in their lives.  Most of the youth 
were listening because they respected Tio Lino and what he had to say, but they remained 
firm in their decision to eliminate theater from their curriculum.  I am uncertain as to why 
they made that particular decision, however, from what I gathered, they were mostly 
unhappy with the way the theater class was being taught.  Based on these observations, I 
concluded that youth interacted with outsiders in a more reserved way than with fellow 
residents of Rocinha. 
Despite their apparent differences in operation, the primary goals of these two 
organizations were simple.  First, the two groups (both in their mission statements and 
people’s responses) hope to increase opportunities and activities for children and youth in 
Rocinha.  Similar organizations are spread throughout Rocinha, although I believe that 
they are more prevalent in the more consolidated areas of the favela, namely those closer 
to the bottom of the mountain.  Second, these NGOs seek to provide an extra-curricular 
space for children and youth by offering activities and or space to be used during out of 
school hours.  Third, these associations also feel that excursions outside of the favela, 
whether to the beach or to a museum, are important for children and youth.  For Tio Lino, 
his goal is to expose children and youth to another world.  Helena, the program 
coordinator at Il sorriso dei miei bimbi, mentioned to me how she has noticed positive 
changes over time in how people view these youth during outings to other city spaces.   
These non-governmental organizations are also sites of study and volunteerism 
for researchers.  Due to the high numbers of researchers in Rocinha, several NGOs 
(including Projeto Jovem) are reluctant to collaborate with researchers because they 
believe the situation to unequally benefit the researcher who gets access to a sample 
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population, while the NGOs come away with nothing.
37
  I was highly aware of my own 
positionality as a researcher.  Because I was a woman in Rocinha, I believe that I was 
viewed as less threatening than other male graduate students I encountered conducting 
research in Rocinha.  For the children I interacted with on a daily basis, my choice of 
extra school (i.e. pursuing a master’s) made no sense.  In addition, my Peruvian 
background afforded me a different place than “gringo” researchers; my darker skin made 
it impossible at times for people to believe I was from the United States, I always had to 
explain that my parents were Peruvian in order to justify my particular existence as 
darker skinned, but living in the United States.  As a result, Tio Lino always introduced 
me as Peruvian, which in essence meant, a fellow Latin American.  However, I did feel 
some resistance as I approached NGOs in Rocinha.  As a foreigner, I was viewed as 
having outside connections to cash and goods.  Prior to my arrival in Rocinha, I contacted 
an NGO where I had previously volunteered in 2009 and they requested air conditioning 
units, laptops, or scholarships for their students in exchange for being able to conduct 
research there.  I believe this to be an extreme case.  I wrote back and said that as a 
student those material goods were out of my reach.  Although I think it would have been 
a worthwhile partnership, I decided not to pursue it.  Others that I consulted once I was in 
Rocinha seemed to feel that I was making the right decision.   
I was allowed access to children and youth at both of these NGOs and parents 
conveyed their trust in me when I did end up meeting them.  Within the immediate 
vicinity of Mundo da Arte, people were aware of my presence because I was there every 
                                                 
37 In my particular situation, I volunteered full-time at Tio Lino’s, and helped with what I could (i.e. field 
trips) at the Projeto Jovem, although I wish that I could have done more.  I also brought Tio Lino a laptop 
that had been purchased with funds raised through the sale of Favela Puzzles (www.favelapuzzles.com), 
which allowed him access to it earlier than he had expected.  I also listed my collaboration with these two 
organizations on my graduate student website in hopes of assisting in gaining more visibility for these 
organizations. 
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afternoon “hanging out” with children and volunteering at Tio Lino’s Mundo da Arte.  
Although Tio Lino planned several beach trips down to São Conrado in order to take the 
children out of Rocinha for a few hours, the weather did not cooperate on any of those 
weekends.  Over time I realized that aligning myself with that particular NGO lent me a 
high degree of credibility with residents in that area of Rocinha.  Due to time constraints 
at the Projeto Jovem, I limited myself to hanging out and meeting the children and youth 
involved in the project in order to become a familiar face.  However, I did get to go on a 
fieldtrip to a park with the younger children, which was a fantastic experience.  These 
two NGOs allowed me easier access to the children, youth, and parents that later 
participated in this research.   
THE LONG ROAD TO RESEARCH: PREPARING THE METHODS AND APPLICATION 
In this section, I hope to illuminate the process of method selection and planning.  
In addition, I will address some of the challenges to recruiting children in this particular 
space and issues with consent.  I will also provide a critical reflection on the actual 
application of the methods used.  These methods were largely centered on participant 
observation, photo-voice methods and the use of a mini-questionnaire.  This section also 
tackles some of the difficulties of using these methods due to unfamiliarity with the 
technology, timing, and research with children.  I attempt to portray the sample 
population succinctly in order to give a sense of the group with which I ended up 
working.  Furthermore, I provide some discussion about future methods that might be 
promising in this setting.  Finally, this section concludes with some reflections on the 
successes and tensions of this approach. 
The methods utilized in this study are based on the acknowledgement of children 
as social actors (Holloway & Valentine, 2000).  I wanted to use methods that highlighted 
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children’s voices throughout the research process.  My preliminary design reflected this 
desire by incorporating arts-based visual research approaches considered child-friendly 
(Thomson, 2008).  As a bright-eyed graduate student embarking on my first study design, 
I detailed a 6-week research plan.  One of the most important considerations in 
conducting the research was identifying the space where the research activities would 
take place (Barker & Weller, 2003; Young & Barrett, 2001).  I decided to conduct the 
research in a space where the children were already involved in arts-based activities in 
order to complement the organization’s on-going work.  I was not sure which NGO I 
would end up partnering with, but I was hoping for one involved with artistic expression, 
since I was planning to incorporate a visual method (photo-voice) as my primary research 
technique.   
Children’s geographies and arts-based research bring about results that challenge 
conventional views of the world.  Studies utilizing participatory methods have had 
positive effects in redistributing power relationships in research processes (Cahill, 2007; 
Gallagher, 2008).  Participatory methods also allow for the introduction of play into 
research, which helps “children to be more open and … to express their thoughts and 
opinions” (Hastadewi, 2009, p. 482).  In addition, arts-based inquiry seeks to “…explore 
multiple, new, and diverse ways of understanding and living in the world” (Finley, 2008, 
p. 71) and was used to gain insight into children’s everyday lived experiences.  
Participatory methodology often provides surprising and unexpected results, which 
allows for children’s hidden lives to come to the forefront of the research (Hastadewi, 
2009).  It is a natural pairing to utilize arts-based methods with a participatory type of 
methodology. As co-creators of knowledge, the children that participated were able to 
record and place what was most important to them within Rocinha.   
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Time with children turned out to be more limited than I had originally thought and 
I opted to focus more on the arts-based approach instead of the particulars of 
participatory research.  Initially, I wanted to incorporate a local artist, draw and write/tell 
techniques (Backett-Milburn & McKie, 1999; Driessnack, 2006), photo-voice or photo 
elicitation interviews (Cappello, 2005; Cook & Hess, 2007; Epstein, Stevens, Mckeever, 
& Baruchel, 2006; Gil-García, 2007; Luttrell, 2010), a mini-questionnaire for 
participating children, participant observation, and mapping activities over a six-week 
period.  However, after arriving in Rocinha, I evaluated the strengths of each method and 
their potential for gathering quality data in a shortened amount of time with children.  I 
realized that it would be more fruitful to pare down the methods and focus on activities 
that I believed would be successful with this particular group of children based on my 
interactions with them during play.  After seeing the children’s excitement at taking 
pictures with my digital camera, I chose to focus on introducing children to the photo-
voice technique in order to use it in my research.  “Photo-voice” is a qualitative approach 
that enables participants to record and reflect upon their personal and community 
experiences through photography (Gil-García, 2007). The technique places an emphasis 
on children’s capacity to produce knowledge.  I engaged in participant observation to 
build rapport with the children and youth and through volunteering daily at one of the 
NGOs.  Using participant observation at Mundo da Arte and Projeto Jovem gave me time 
to get to know the setting.  
DIFFERENT WORLDS: RECRUITING CHILDREN, OBTAINING CONSENT FROM PARENTS 
Recruitment was done primarily through my involvement with various NGOs.  
Unsurprisingly, a large number of participants were from Tio Lino’s atelier.  This is true 
for two reasons: I spent most of my time there as a volunteer so the children became 
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extremely comfortable with my presence and Tio Lino explained that I was doing a 
project and asked the children if they wanted to help.  His backing proved immensely 
helpful both with children and their parents.  Other participants were from Tia Rosa’s 
reforço escolar but I was never able to follow through with those participants to 
interview them after their photographs were developed.  It was more difficult to follow-
up because I was heavily involved with Mundo da Arte and would get home late and need 
the mornings to catch up on field notes.  Moreover, as students drifted into vacation time, 
Tia Rosa’s reforço escolar schedule became more unpredictable and it was hard to get in 
touch with the children to whom I had given cameras because they were no longer 
accessible through the reforço escolar.  The most straightforward recruitment process 
happened at Projeto Jovem where recruitment was mediated by Giuliana, one of the 
program coordinators.   
The consent forms and research information that I had prepared for the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) were not appropriate for the context, because they were 
too complex and formal.  For children, I developed a “child-friendly” spiel about who I 
was, what I was doing, and how I hoped they would participate.  Using this method, I 
would secure verbal acknowledgement of the project first and then ask for the child’s 
signature.  I would then send home a consent form that included both the parent and child 
version, which was much simpler and easier to understand than the parent form. Some 
parents were unable to read the consent form, or the language led them to believe the 
research was with street children.  In order to gain consent, I crafted a verbal explanation 
to complement the forms and explain the study to parents who came to me with 
questions.  Children took the consent forms home and returned with them signed.  I also 
asked children for parent cell phone numbers, an indicator that I might call and follow up 
if I suspected the parent was unaware of their child’s participation.  At the Projeto Jovem, 
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the administrators were highly aware of the need for parental consent and Giuliana 
initiated parental contact and helped me to distribute consent forms.  She also reminded 
parents and children of the need to return the form and provided useful critiques.  
Furthermore, Giuliana provided important feedback about how to improve the form for 
future research.   
The recruitment and consent process took longer than I had imagined because I 
had to address individuals or small groups (maximum four) instead of one large group.  
Children and youth also asked questions about the cameras for the proposed photo-voice 
activities, what I was going to use the information for, and questions to clarify what they 
should photograph.  I also considered the need for process consent (or ongoing consent) 
and reminded children at every stage that they could stop participating or continue to 
work on the project (Gallagher, Haywood, Jones, & Milne, 2010; Heath, Charles, Crow, 
& Wiles, 2007).   
THEORY VERSUS PRACTICE: METHODS ON THE GROUND 
Students were provided with low-cost, disposable cameras for a period of 48-
hours, which was sometimes shortened depending on their excitement and speed at 
photography.  I was unprepared for children’s familiarity with digital cameras over film 
cameras; at first the children did not understand that the disposable cameras I had brought 
were actually cameras.  I placed a sticker on each camera that asked children to 
photograph places they felt safe, places they avoided, places they spent time with their 
friends and places along their daily routes (See Figure 11). More than anyone else, these 
children understood the danger of photographing drug-related violence and avoided 
taking direct photos of trafficking.  I took the photos to a local developer in Rocinha and 
used the developed prints to facilitate recorded discussion about the daily negotiations of 
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children and youth’s lives, based on successful use of this technique by others (Bradley, 
2006; Dennis, Gaulocher, Carpiano, & Brown, 2009; Epstein et al., 2006; Nic Gabhainn 
& Sixsmith, 2006; O’Brien, Djusipov, & Wittlin, 2007).  Before returning the original 
photos, I would scan each one so that I could use the digital images in conjunction with 
the audio recorded from each interview for analysis. 
 
Figure 11 One of the cameras used in this project. 
When I introduced the research project with the cameras, I did so at a time when I 
recognized that the children had become comfortable with my presence in their space.  
All the children wanted to participate, but I elected to do the research with ten to thirteen 
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year olds because they gave the appearance that they were more mobile than the younger 
children.  I felt that at these ages I would be able to get the camera back and that there 
was some understanding of the project.  Almost all of the children allowed for all the 
photographs to be scanned.  However, one child requested that I not keep copies of two 
of his photographs because they showed areas of his house that he considered messy and 
another child was aesthetically unhappy with his photographs, so we didn’t scan them.38   
After the photos had been developed, tracking down children to complete the 
interviews proved to be very difficult.  Several times, I set up an interview with a child at 
a specific time that they had suggested, only to get stood up.  When I saw the child again, 
I would try to reschedule for another time.  Using positive reinforcement, I reemphasized 
that we had made an agreement to meet and that it would be great to get a chance to talk 
about their pictures.  When requesting a follow-up meeting, I repeated that they could 
withdraw at any time.  None of the children took this option.  However, some interviews 
started and stopped (and were rescheduled) because a few children felt uncomfortable at 
certain times during the day and in certain places, which I will elucidate in Chapter 4.  In 
cases where I had access to children’s personal cell phone numbers, I would send text 
message reminders.  After the interview process, the child received his or her photos.  If 
the child decided to not participate in the interview, I planned to return the original 
photos and negatives without scanning them.  Because of the difficult logistics of 
conducting interviews with children, I constantly reminded myself that the research was 
also a learning process for me.  I tried not to get frustrated at what I considered ‘wasted 
time.’ Instead, I tried to schedule the interviews around activities in children’s lives (i.e. 
                                                 
38 This also confirmed for the children that what I had said upfront about the project being voluntary was 
true and that they could stop participating at any time. 
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before swimming lessons, before/after soccer practice, when they would come to Tio 
Lino’s), so they would be less likely to forget.   
Before beginning the interviews, I asked all the children a series of standard 
questions through a mini-questionnaire designed to contextualize children’s experiences 
among the group.  The mini-questionnaire helped start the conversation about schooling, 
parents and work, and feelings about urban spaces.  It also served as a valuable warm-up 
to working directly with the photographs children had taken.  Apart from data collection, 
the mini-questionnaire allowed me to sense whether or not children were comfortable 
talking at that time or in that particular place.  Since there was no designated spot for 
interviews, a few were conducted on a bench near Tio Lino’s instead of a more private 
location.  At that particular place, one girl was visibly uncomfortable and asked to meet 
at another time, while another spent 45 minutes being interviewed at that time (early 
evening) and in public.  I am not sure why the first girl was uneasy, but I could sense that 
it would also be uncomfortable for her to respond if I asked, so I rescheduled for another 
time and place.   
CHILDREN IN CONTEXT: MAKING SENSE OF THE GROUP 
Of the 20 children that received disposable cameras for the photo-voice portion of 
the research, only 11 children reached the interview stage.  At first, I was disappointed 
with this outcome, but I realized that it was hard work to track children down and get 
them to sit with me for an interview when they could be playing, at swim lessons, or 
eating lunch.  In addition the interviews, which were scheduled for after I had spent time 
gaining rapport with children, ended up being during their vacation time.  This meant that 
children were on vacation from school and had no incentive to participate in “structured” 
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time even if it did mean receiving their photos from the project.  I had a high return rate 
on the cameras and received almost all of them to send out for developing.   
The eleven children that did participate in the photo elicitation interview were 
almost evenly divided between boys and girls, with just one more boy participating.  The 
average age of the participants was around 11 years old, with the oldest being 13 and the 
youngest being 10.  This is a school-age group with higher levels of mobility both within 
and outside of Rocinha.  Also, this age group fit with the ECA definition of children and 
youth because they were under the age of 18.   
The majority of the children were engaged in some sort of formal schooling.  
Only one was a student in Rocinha, at Escola Municipal Paula Brito; others were 
studying outside of Rocinha in nearby, middle-class to elite neighborhoods, such as São 
Conrado, Jardim Botânico and Gávea.  Not surprisingly, three of the children attended 
school in nearby Gávea, probably due to its proximity to Rocinha.  Children ranged from 
2
nd
 to 6
th
 grade, but there were three not involved in any kind of formal school activity.  
These children expressed that they were hoping to return to school as soon as the new 
academic year started in March.
39
  One child stated that her mom (aunt) had not enrolled 
her at school, so she could not get the city-sponsored bus pass for public school students; 
as such, transportation cost was the reason she was not attending school.
40
  Some of the 
NGO teachers at the more formal NGO expressed their skepticism about children and 
their educational capacities to me privately, demonstrating a certain fatalism regarding 
these children’s futures and educations.   
                                                 
39 In Brazil, the school year is from March to December.  Summer vacation is from January to March, with 
other breaks for holidays and short breaks between semesters in July. 
40 In Rio de Janeiro, the bus fare is 2.50 reais.  For a student to get to school and back without the RioCard 
totals approximately 100 reais a month, which can represent anywhere from ~14% of a household income 
to 32% of a single mom’s monthly income (GERJ, 2009). 
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FAILURE TO LAUNCH: METHODS WITH POTENTIAL FOR IMPROVEMENT  
I had the chance to pilot methods for use in future research with children in 
Rocinha at the end of some of the photo-voice interviews.  One of the most natural ways 
to incorporate transect tours/walks from the Mosaic Method (Clark & Moss, 2001) was to 
ask children to lead me to certain locations they had photographed.  In some cases, the 
photograph that a child had taken was unclear or he or she wanted to take me to a certain 
place because I had demonstrated some interest.  This method, which Clark and Moss 
(2001) used with pre-school age children, has also been successful with school-age 
children.  Clark and Moss (2001) advocate tours be done in conjunction with 
photography.  These transect tours and walks also helped me to understand the spatiality 
of Rocinha’s becos, or alleyways.  Often, other children would join the child that was 
leading and offer commentary during the walk itself, which has the potential to provide 
rich insights into children’s understandings of space and place in Rocinha.  Upon arrival 
at each location, children were also interested in providing their personal meanings of 
place.  
One suggestion that I received from a professor at UFF doing research in other 
favelas was to conduct group analysis of photographs.  I never had the opportunity to 
formally pilot this type of activity, but got a sense of group analysis through some of the 
interviews.  In a few of the interviews, other children would gather and offer commentary 
on the interviewee’s photographs, adding their own insights about that particular place.  
They also questioned why a child had taken the photograph from a certain angle, which 
included some factors and not others.  I saw that pictures have the potential to foster 
discussions that might provide some more nuanced understanding about children’s sense 
of place in Rocinha as a group.  It seems a promising method for future studies due to my 
experiences in the field this time.   
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Utilizing the draw & write (tell) technique with individual children proved 
incredibly time consuming.  In the spirit of practicality and my limited time in Rocinha, I 
decided to test this method with just a few children to measure its feasibility for future 
studies.  For younger participants a “draw and tell” technique was piloted, which is 
similar to “interviewing the page.”  These moments allowed children to explicitly talk 
about their own drawings and resulted in a child-centered and child-directed 
conversation, similar to previous research using this technique (Backett-Milburn & 
McKie, 1999; Driessnack, 2006; Driessnack & Furukawa, 2012; Young & Barrett, 2001).  
Grouping children proved impractical and was ultimately very distracting.  Also, because 
I piloted this technique at Il sorriso dei miei bimbi, children came to the drawing activity 
after they had already spent time in their reforço.  While it created an outlet for their 
energies, they were tired and expected to return home shortly after finishing in the 
reforço, so the process felt rushed. 
REFLECTIONS ON CONDUCTING RESEARCH WITH CHILDREN IN ROCINHA 
I believe that I would not have had sufficient access to children and youth without 
going through these different NGO youth programs.  My research was possible in such a 
short period of time because of my immediate introduction to Tio Lino and the fact that I 
came recommended through someone he holds in high esteem.  Volunteering at Tio 
Lino’s site gave me access to children, an opportunity to build rapport with this age group 
and also get to know other NGO leaders in the community.  In addition, this research 
project benefitted from having the backing of organizations/programs that the children 
frequented further legitimized my existence and the project I proposed.  Although 
associating oneself with organizations can also backfire, in this case I believe it was the 
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most appropriate method for conducting research with children on their environment in a 
limited amount of time.   
I strongly suspect that another key factor to my acceptance was that I rented an 
apartment in Rocinha, since it allowed me to stay as late as I needed to at Mundo da Arte.  
Because of these accommodations, I was never worried about transportation or needing 
to leave at night.  Living in the community also gave me a chance to experience 
Rocinha’s everyday life.  Superficially, I also became a part of the fabric of Rocinha.  
Children often asked me where I was from, and while the United States was hard to 
imagine in terms of distance and visuals, because they could identify where I lived in 
Rocinha (just above the S-curve), they could “place” me in their world.   
CONCLUSIONS 
The preparation of multiple methods allowed for flexibility once I was in the 
field.  I was aware of the politics of place, and the power struggles that I perceived 
greatly informed the methods that were ultimately chosen.  I expected to use just a few of 
the methods that I had planned, but was not prepared for how much I would have to rely 
on intuition in this setting.  The arts-based methods were good conversation starters for 
working with children, but they did not permit me to talk about violence and trafficking 
directly, since there were no photographs of any physical manifestations of the two 
topics.  Any comments made by children helped me to understand the overarching 
presence of trafficking-related violence, whether latent or manifest, in their lives.  The 
methodology for working with children was critical and allowed me to enter their worlds 
and identify the impact of violence in certain spaces.  In the following section, I will 
further explore the tensions arising from living and growing up with trafficking-related 
violence and ground them theoretically. 
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Chapter 4 
Rocinha's children 
 and the navigation of violence, exclusion and space 
The previous chapters situated the favelas as a historically stigmatized social 
space created by processes of urbanization.  I emphasized the stigma experienced by 
residents living in these areas of Rio de Janeiro, as well as identifying how they are 
currently challenging previous stereotypes.  I also revealed how Brazil and the global 
community were re-positioning children as important agents and how these changing 
discourses affected their legal status.  This directly relates to children’s development as 
citizens, which in traditionally stigmatized areas such as favelas can be quite problematic.  
This chapter focuses on the potential transformations occurring within children’s 
narrative identity as they engage dialectically with recent public discourse of social and 
political inclusion.  Drawing on the nested relationships of individual and public 
narratives in Rio de Janeiro, this project engages with children’s experiences of favela 
spatiality and the creation of liminal zones.  In the present, a range of public discourses 
about favelas and their residents are constituted and socially constructed by the state, 
media and mass culture industries.  However, cultural, social and economic narratives 
from non-governmental organizations based in favelas have emerged as a counter-
production to mainstream public narratives.  Employing children’s experiences of 
Rocinha, I explore children’s narratives about internal boundaries as part of place-based 
identity informed by the public narratives of Rio de Janeiro.  In addition, I highlight how 
these boundaries are defined by social relationships at the individual, community and the 
city scales.  
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My main argument is that children’s experience of favela spatiality is guided by 
boundaries set up through the social relations of drug traffickers and moradores 
(residents) that are inscribed on the landscapes of Rocinha.  These experiences are also 
influenced by larger public discourses about citizenship and inclusion for Rio de 
Janeiro’s young favela residents.  I propose that children’s identities are multiple and that 
these are the grounds on which the Brazilian concept of contemporary citizenship will be 
formed.  I define the social networks in which these identities are inscribed and the place 
in which these identities are formed.  As I will demonstrate, these narrative identities 
fluctuate within the shifting spatial and social boundaries that children and youth 
negotiate and create/deconstruct.  This research seeks to emphasize the importance of the 
spatial discourses that shape notions of childhood, citizenship and boundaries in the 
everyday spaces of Rocinha.   
To theoretically contextualize the research, I present a principal idea of how 
violence penetrates urban areas in Brazil and the ways in which it contributes to the 
unpredictability of the favelas.  The lens of sociabilidade violenta, developed by 
sociologist Luiz Antonio Machado da Silva, provides a way in which to read the actions 
in Rocinha.  In order to ground the research, I introduce:  1) narrative identity (Somers, 
1994) and 2) geographies of exclusion (Sibley, 1995) to highlight the boundaries that 
children identify in their own words and photographs. Then, I locate this research within 
the murky and uncertain concept of Brazilian citizenship, as defined by Roberto da 
Matta.  Finally, I will bridge these ideas using empirical data from my field work in 
Rocinha to examine the intersections of violence, citizenship and boundaries in children’s 
everyday lives. 
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VIOLENCE, NARRATIVES, EXCLUSION, AND CITIZENSHIP 
Children’s narratives in Rocinha are informed in part by what Luiz Antonio 
Machado da Silva calls sociabilidade violenta (violent sociability) – a social order that 
dictates life in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro.  He bases this notion on a geographically 
diverse longitudinal study on urban violence in Rio de Janeiro as a collective 
representation of complex practices that are defined as criminal activity.  Violent 
sociability describes a situation in which actual or anticipated violence leads to the 
structuring of social order among all community members, including those who are not 
directly involved in violence.  In areas of Brazilian cities that are less privileged, such as 
favelas, lotes and conjuntos habitacionais, this order comes to dictate the potential 
choices and actions that residents may take and make, either as individuals or as a 
collective (Machado da Silva, 2008).  In this atmosphere of moral instability, the 
traffickers in power dominate moradores’ lives.  This assertion stands true for other areas 
of the city outside of the favelas, but to a lesser extent.   
In essence, residents find themselves operating within two simultaneously 
existing realms of order – legality and illegality – and must act negotiate between both in 
their daily actions.  On the one hand, they are within the scope of the legal order and 
subject to the law but on the other, uncertainty reigns within the space of violent 
sociability.  Their narratives reveal certain everyday practices that reflect both resistance 
and submission to the “rules” of this type of social order in their everyday lives.  
Consider, for example, that the degree of resistance to violent sociability can be much 
higher in areas where there is a noticeable state presence, but also in areas where the 
traffickers are not consolidated enough to impose their own sense of order.  The widely 
understood lei do silêncio (law of silence), allows for traffickers to impose an atmosphere 
of fear; if residents reveal traffickers’ actions to the “wrong” people (i.e. police, other 
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state agents, etc.), they put themselves at risk for consequences (punishments) doled out 
by traffickers for breaking the lei do silêncio.  In some favelas, this atmosphere is 
constant, while in others residents live in relative peace.  The law of silence also 
generates communication problems among favela residents due to fear and distrust of 
others, not just traffickers.  Although moradores are sometimes subject to this arbitrary 
law, Machado da Silva (2008, p. 23) emphasizes the strategies employed by residents as 
small acts of resistance to this imposed social order: 
Dentro das favelas, os moradores também procuram deixar claro seu 
distanciamento moral em relação aos traficantes... não fumar...não cheirar...não 
se envolver em seus negócios e redes e não aceitar seus favores são formas de 
tornar clara para os vizinhos a condição de ‘pessoa de bem’ e a adesão à ordem 
institucional.  
Within the favelas, the residents attempt to clarify their moral distance in relation 
to the traffickers… not smoking … not snorting… not getting involved in their 
businesses and networks and not accepting their favors are ways of revealing to 
their neighbors that they are “good people” and adhere to the institutional order.  
This is one of the ways residents engage in distancing themselves from traffickers 
without upsetting the social order.  Residents exercise these techniques in order to live 
their lives “normally” but are highly aware that if they engage in activities that are 
outside of what traffickers deem acceptable (i.e. something that would affect drug sales, 
voting for the wrong politician, being an informant for the police or other law 
enforcement, etc.) they will be stopped (Machado da Silva, 2004).   
This particular social order can dictate behavior even outside of the main areas 
where the traffickers are present.  Some residents cannot visit relatives in other favelas 
because the controlling factions are different, making it impossible even for visitors who 
are not involved in trafficking to transit in rival areas (Alves & Evanson, 2011).  Actions 
by traffickers and police are highly unpredictable within zones where social relations are 
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defined by violent sociability.  In these areas, age becomes highly significant.  Machado 
da Silva (2008) tells us “the interference of the symbologies [of violence] is more 
significant in the routines that characterize youth’s lives…” and that widespread fear 
leads youth to self-impose restrictions due to the expectation of potential punishment. 
 Thus, this place-based violent sociability provides the backdrop for the narratives 
present in Rocinha.  Margaret Somers (1994) argues that narratives gain meaning when 
they are understood in temporal and spatial relationship to other events.  She proposes 
that one of the most important aspects of narrative is that it can only be understood “… 
by connecting (however unstably) parts to a constructed configuration or a social network 
of relationships (however incoherent or unrealizable) composed of symbolic institutional 
and material practices" (Somers, 1994, p. 616).  
Somers presents four forms of narrativity, two of which I will outline here.  First, 
ontological narratives are those that people use to make sense of their lives. By defining 
who we are, these narratives also inform what we will do as social actors. However, these 
narratives are bound to the existence of other, larger narratives and thus “ontological 
narratives can only exist interpersonally in the course of social and structural interactions 
over time” (Somers, 1994, p. 618).  Ontological narratives are bound to the second type 
of narrativity that Somers identifies, which are public narratives.  These narratives are 
formed by cultural and institutional groups and are embedded in intersubjective networks 
or institutions; they can arise at the family, community and state level.  Like all 
narratives, these types of narratives can be selective and representative of certain 
agendas.   
Narrative identity, as defined by Somers, seeks to transcend fixated categories of 
identity by highlighting the time, space and analytical relationality of narrative. 
Therefore, narrative identity seeks to re-embed the social actor within networks that 
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change over time and space.  In the case of children in Rocinha, this embeddedness 
highlights their absorption of public/other narratives and their constant development.  It is 
particularly important to do research with children in this context because they are in a 
position to potentially shape the future narratives of Rio de Janeiro. 
Instead of society as the context, Somers proposes the concept of relational setting 
to represent the idea of a network of relationships among various institutions (e.g. state, 
school, family), public narratives (e.g. from the state, school, and family) and social 
practices (e.g. from culture).  Narrative identity is thus “mediated through the enormous 
spectrum of social and political institutions and practices that constitute our social world” 
(Somers, 1994, p. 625).  There is a limited repertoire of available narratives from which 
to choose and the ones that dominate are a result of a struggle for meaning. Somers 
suggests the process of choosing a narrative with which to identify reflects agency, but is 
still restricted to the narratives accessible in that particular relational setting.  In Rocinha 
and Rio de Janeiro, many of these narratives available lock residents into relationships of 
exclusion and power.  
These experiences of the individual in the built environment are related to his or 
her social relationships, which influences his or her identity.  As Sibley (1995, p. 76) 
writes, the “built environment [serves] as an integral element in the production of social 
life, conditioning activities and creating opportunities according to the distribution of 
power in the socio-spatial system.”  In the context of Rocinha, the built environment is a 
reflection of many elements that initially created Rocinha: a lack of housing, open lands 
where people self-built houses, and an influx of migrants which increased population 
density in the area.  Rocinha is at once chaotic and orderly; there are no permits 
necessary for building, so owners may build one or many floors on top of their homes 
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and rent to others.
41
  The haphazard built environment created density and difficulty of 
navigation which attracted traffickers in the 1980s.  Around the same time, police were 
kept from monitoring these areas due to a change in policy.  These are some of the 
factors, along with the other historical generators of stigma mentioned in Chapter 2 that 
shaped today’s situation for children in Rocinha. 
These children currently experience significant social and physical boundaries in 
their everyday lives.  Liminal zones, the ambiguous zone between two or more things, are 
one piece of the puzzle that constructs their sense of self, or narrative identity.  Sibley 
uses venn diagrams to explain these zones, but is explicit about the in-between or liminal 
zone not having black and white edges that define them.  In his work Geographies of 
Exclusion: Society and difference in the West, Sibley (1995, p. 3) writes: 
Repulsion and desire, fear and attraction, attach both to people and to places in 
complex ways. Central to this question is the construction of the self, the way in 
which individual identity relates to social, cultural, and spatial contexts. 
His particular focus on exploring the zones between opposites serves to determine 
that people and places experience boundaries at multiple levels.  However, his 
recognition of the in-between space is most relevant since it highlights the unclear 
boundaries that inform these narrative identities.  These social and physical liminal zones 
found in Rocinha are “a source of anxiety” for residents (Sibley, 1995, p. 33) and are 
usually constructed to keep the “other” out.  In this case, I present the “other” as the 
traffickers.  In generating a space where residents can portray images of being gente or 
gente do bem (good people), they are actively excluding traffickers and “distancing from 
others who are represented negatively” (Sibley, 1995, p. 14).  The zone between the 
                                                 
41 The cement used as foundation for houses increases erosion during the rainy season, which creates 
hazardous conditions for many residents because there are landslides that endanger residents’ lives and 
properties.   
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moradores and traffickers is forever in flux.  Machado da Silva’s (2008) example of how 
residents distance themselves from traffickers is one of the ways in which “the relatively 
powerless still have enough power to ‘carve out spaces of control’ in respect of their day-
to-day lives” (Sibley, 1995, p. 76). 
As presented in Chapter 2, residents of the favelas experience Othering through 
the public discourses present in Rio.  Upon closer examination of Rocinha’s place in the 
exclusionary practices of Rio de Janeiro, we see that Othering occurs on a smaller scale 
as well.  Within Rocinha and other favelas, residents attempt to discreetly Other the 
traffickers through a variety of strategies.  Children in this situation use similar strategies 
to negotiate space and construct boundaries between themselves and the traffickers, 
which translates into an active process of Othering.  These strategies are present in both 
the private and the public spaces of Rocinha, but my analysis will focus more on the 
public practices of children; such as their movements in and around the favela.   
These public strategies are best understood through the wider lens of Brazilian 
society.  I turn to anthropologist Roberto da Matta (1997) for an understanding of the 
complex notions of citizenship in Brazil in A casa & a rua: espaço, cidadania, mulher e 
morte no Brasil.  Da Matta mobilizes the images of home, street, and neutral space to 
invoke a discussion of public and private spheres in Brazilian social relations.  He argues: 
...o normal...é que casa, rua e outro mundo demarquem fortemente mudanças de 
atitudes, gestos, roupas, assuntos, papéis sociais e quadro de avaliação da 
existência em todos os membros de nossa sociedade.  
 ... the standard …is that home, street, and the neutral space forcefully define 
changes in attitudes, gestures, clothing, issues, social roles, and a framework for 
evaluating existence for all members of our society (1997, p. 33). 
An individual can move through the home, street, and neutral space and these distinct 
spaces represent unique relational settings that generate different narratives.  The social 
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codes followed in the home resist changes in history, economics, individualism and 
progress, whereas the codes followed in public space are open to the linear progression of 
history, the market, individual progress, and legal jurisdiction.  The neutral space is an 
attempt to bridge the casa and the rua.  The social spaces delineated by da Matta 
represent settings where relationships with others and institutions produce notions of 
citizenship that individuals incorporate into their narrative identity.   
His discussion on Brazilian citizenship and its public and private meanings 
focuses on casa and rua spaces.  Echoing Lefebrve’s The Production of Space, he 
geographically proposes “o espaço se confunde com a própria ordem social … sem 
entender a sociedade com suas redes de relações sociais e valores, não se pode 
interpretar como o espaço é concebido [space is intertwined with the social order … 
without understanding society and its networks of social relations and values, space 
cannot be interpreted as it is conceived]” (1997, p. 19).  In the case of Brazil, da Matta 
articulates the importance of understanding the social order, such as Machado da Silva’s 
violent sociability, for a reading of space.  Da Matta finds that casa represents a 
particular type of relational setting.  He argues that home is symbolic of a space where 
people assume specific complementary roles based on personal relationships.  The casa is 
a cozy environment that houses network of relationships with individuals that informs 
identities and narratives.   
Different from the casa, the rua is simultaneously everybody’s and nobody’s 
space.  The street is a hostile environment where laws are not valid unless they are 
imposed and enforced by an authority and it requires a constant negotiation between 
unequal parties, such as what occurs between traffickers and moradores.  However, in 
practice, the public legal space outside the home is constantly usurped by individuals or 
groups attempting to finagle their way out of the law (e.g. attempting to benefit from 
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certain personal relationships from the casa in the rua).  Da Matta argues that it is 
common urban practice in Brazil, in which people use the personal relationships of the 
casa to bypass legal regulations in the rua.  Therefore, in order to have rights as a citizen 
in the Brazilian system, one must rise above being an ordinary person and demonstrate 
connections to those in power (e.g. the police officer in charge of your file), because an 
ordinary person has no real rights.  This idea is so socially ingrained that often in the 
favela, the term cidadão (citizen) is used pejoratively to show that someone is at a 
disadvantage in a certain situation (Da Matta, 1997).  In her research with favela youth, 
Roth-Gordon (1997, p.60) claims that utilizing the term cidadão “implies… [the] lower 
status [of] someone who is accountable to (but is not protected by) the law.”  Roth-
Gordon’s definition depicts being regarded as a citizen as undesirable and 
disadvantageous for favela residents.  These themes of violence, exclusion and 
citizenship are central to understanding children’s daily practices in the favelas because 
they inform the narratives that children create and receive as residents of Rocinha.   
COMPETING DISCOURSES IN CHILDREN’S LIVES 
Several public discourses are present, and I draw attention to five of these 
discourses from institutional and individual sources.  These discourses are present for 
children in Rocinha from the state programs, state agents, traffickers, older youth that are 
ex-NGO participants, and the current NGO directors, teachers and program staff.  While 
some of these sources are very present in children’s everyday lives, others have a latent 
presence.  These five discourses are representative of the state and community levels in 
Rocinha and inform children’s understandings of social relationships and boundaries.  
The first state level discourse surges from the Favela-Bairro program which 
sought to integrate several larger, neighborhood-like favelas into the fabric of the formal 
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city.  The primary goal of Favela-Bairro was to upgrade infrastructure and services; this 
would integrate residents socially, economically, and politically in approximately 90 
favelas during three phases.  The program “emphasize[d] extending ‘urban rights’ to 
residents of favelas in order to make them not only city-dwellers but also citizens” 
(Pamuk & Cavallieri, 1998, p. 457).  This top-down approach to development hoped to 
provide social services in order to reduce this specific population’s vulnerability and 
attempted  “to eliminate the past stigma attached to interventions in the favelas among 
municipal government staff” (ibid, 458).  The state cannot ensure order and security due 
to its citizens due to its lack of ability to maintain control in these areas, so it attempts to 
compensate by providing moradores with infrastructure improvements instead.  This is 
the Rocinha that children currently live in: one that is considered a favela-bairro but is 
still not fully integrated in many of its most removed, impoverished areas.  This 
represents a failed attempt on the part of the state to fulfill its lofty promise, and children 
are very aware of this in their navigation of Rocinha.   
In recent years, PAC (Programa de Aceleração do Crescimento) projects have 
been a partial representation of the state in Rocinha.  Lula’s government initiated Phase 1 
and 2, and Phase 1 is now complete.  Several of the PAC built environment projects in 
Rocinha focused on creating spaces for children: the complexo esportivo, a playground 
installed in the new apartment area, an unfinished crèche where the designated empty lot 
turned into a parking enterprise and one other project that was never completed.  For this 
section, I will focus on the complexo esportivo and the Unidade de Pronto Atendimento,
42
 
                                                 
42 The Unidades de Pronto Atendimento are between basic health posts and full-on hospitals.  The one time 
that I went there for care I was turned away because they were too busy.  This is a common problem in 
public hospitals in Brazil.  On a weekend night, there were only two doctors, twenty people waiting, and 
two men had just come in with gunshot wounds.   
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two projects that are representative of one main focus areas of PAC’s Comunidade 
Cidadã (Citizen Community).   
The complexo esportivo is not actually within Rocinha and residents need to cross 
a bridge over the busy Estrada Lagoa Barra to reach it.  Before the bridge was completed, 
there was a precarious temporary bridge to get across, but that was prior to the 
construction of the sports complex.  When I asked residents about the complex, I received 
mixed responses about its benefits and location.  Primarily because it was located outside 
the community and visible from the main road, which connects Rio de Janeiro’s middle-
class and elite neighborhoods (Leblon to Barra, etc.), residents thought of it as a political 
project.  Tio Lino went as far to say that he didn’t like the complexo esportivo and would 
not go inside because in his opinion, the decision create a public-event friendly space 
outside of Rocinha but still label it as part of the favela is indicative of the state’s political 
project.  It functions more of a symbol to non-residents of the state’s attempts at 
improving Rocinha than as a space to benefit the community in the long-term.  He 
mentioned that it should have been built inside the community, where the UPA is located 
on the Estrada da Gávea, near the S-curve.  Children however, felt positive about the 
complex if they were able to utilize the facilities, while those who were unable to 
participate expressed some reservations. 
These two projects represent state actions within the social component of PAC, or 
Comunidade Cidadã. The main purpose is to project the presence of the state through an 
increase in services and public amenities related to culture, education, leisure and health.  
Instead of providing a sense of security and order, this component of the PAC projects 
aims to promote a state presence in residents’ lives through social programming.  Since 
the complexo esportivo is mostly geared toward children, this PAC 2 project promotes a 
state presence in children’s lives.  In recent months since the UPP’s pacification of 
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Rocinha, the complex has served as the site for Ação Global,
43
 accommodated a fashion 
show, received foreign dignitaries, and hosted the finals of a mixed martial arts 
tournament (Cavalcante, 2012; SCL, 2012; SEEL, 2012a, 2012b).  These events draw 
large crowds from the community and famous actors from Brazil (Cavalcante, 2012).  
Because of the sports complex’s location outside of Rocinha, politicians take advantage 
of the political and physical visibility of these events.  As Tio Lino insinuated with his 
comment, this type of leverage would not be possible if the complexo esportivo were 
located within Rocinha, since the state would not be able to have a showpiece space on 
the accessible outskirts of the favela.  It is clear that the favela is not entirely outside of 
the effective control of the state because of the other projects (UPA, cultural community 
center, and Rua 4 upgrades) it has completed within Rocinha.  However, since the sports 
complex is across from Rocinha on a well transited highway, it is more amenable to 
outsiders and increases the visibility of state presence in favelas to city residents.   
The second discourse comes from state agents such as the police, who are meant 
to be individual representatives of the state, yet continue to be an ambiguous presence in 
Rocinha.  Despite Favela-Bairro’s attempt to alter the perception of these state agents, I 
gathered from informal conversations with children and adults that the police were not 
looked upon favorably.  Most residents that I spoke with informally agreed that the police 
were much like traffickers, not to be trusted.  I heard instances of the police conducting 
searches and planting marijuana on unsuspecting victims.  I had three run-ins with the 
police in Rocinha, and none of them were pleasant.  Once, as I was nearing Tio Lino’s 
atelier, I saw a van from a funeral home and five or six men from the Policia Civil with 
flak jackets and machine guns.  I noticed that children, youths, and adults in the street 
                                                 
43 This is similar to a giant health/social services fair that seeks to use information and social mobilization 
as strategies for social inclusion for residents of favela areas. 
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were looking and standing still, so I decided to do the same.
44
  Then the Policia Civil 
disappeared into the alleyway and life resumed.  I was not sure of what to think – I did 
not see the police in Brazil the way I see police in the United States because I am wary of 
the police’s in favelas.  In addition, seeing anyone with a gun is something that takes me 
a few minutes to process. The kids that were around (mostly boys) were excited that the 
police were there and even said they were giving money to the kids.  However, other 
interviews with children (ages 10-13) indicated that they do not differentiate between the 
police and traffickers, that the police are just as bad as the traffickers.  One of the older 
boys revealed his sentiments about both to me during an interview: 
V: Ai, a gente...nos ficamo[sic] brincando ai e os bandidos tão ali, e a policia 
vem. Nos pode tomar a bala perdida. 
P: Aqui ou lá? 
V: Aqui. Tem muito bandido e nos fica brincando ai, se as policia vir, a policia 
não vai querer saber, só vai querer dar tiro. 
P: Mesmo você sendo criança, você acha que a policia não vai se ligar no fato 
que você é criança... não tem nada a ver. 
V: Eu acho policia e bandido é tudo a mesma merda, mas a policia fala que vai 
ser, agir por nosso bem, mas nunca ajuda sempre tá matando um de bala 
perdida. 
V: Then, we, we play there and the traffickers are over there, and the police come.  
We could get hit by a stray bullet. 
P: Here or there? 
V: Here. There are a lot of traffickers and we play right there, if the police come, 
the police aren’t going to want to know anything; they only want to shoot guns. 
                                                 
44 In circumstances similar to this one, I usually took my cues from what people around me were doing. I 
found this to be an effective tactic in almost every single instance that I was around  others in a situation I 
would have found uncomfortable on my own.   
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V: I think the police and the traffickers are the same shit, but the police say it that 
it’s going to be, that they are going to act to protect us but it never helps.  It’s 
always the same shit, killing by stray bullets. 
This general ambiguity surrounding agents of the law influences children’s 
perceptions of legality and citizenship.  These interactions contribute to a larger discourse 
in which police are not considered representatives of the law and safety, but rather, a 
threat.  The police cannot represent security in the favela because they contribute to the 
disorder by threatening innocent civilian’s lives with their tactics.  This is what da Matta 
(1997) refers to as the degradation of citizenship in the Brazilian “street”; to be 
recognized as more than an ordinary person, one must mobilize questionable urban 
strategies in order to be protected by the law.  When residents are treated as disposable by 
institutions and representatives of the state (i.e. causalities from balas perdidas such as 
the young boy depicted in the poster described at the beginning of this thesis), it 
translates into a tangible loss of human rights.  This contributes to children’s construction 
of the instability of their lives in the favela in their narrative identity.   
The third discourse that children face in the favela comes from the trafficking 
structure and hierarchy present in Rocinha.  Most of my prior background research 
suggested that residents of various favelas had ambiguous feelings towards traffickers.  
Although they are generally considered bad for the community, traffickers sometimes 
provide for community members.
45
  My findings confirm that the relationship with 
traffickers for children in the community, like adult residents, can be slightly ambiguous.  
One young girl cited experiences in which traffickers provided for community members: 
Ele já deu quatro mil reais pra gente e  a mulher dele ficou nem aí... no Valão 
sempre tem essas coisas, no Día das Mães eles dão tudo... ele sorteia geladeira, 
                                                 
45 For an interesting discussion of these relationships, see João Moreira Salles and Kátia Lund’s 
documentary film Noticias de uma guerra particular (1999), which can be found on the City of God (2002) 
DVD. 
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cama, um monte de coisa [sic], dá bolo pra a mãe, guaraná, isso tudo. Día das 
crianças, sorteia brinquedo, dá brinquedo… 
He already gave us four thousand reais and his wife didn’t even care… in the 
Valão we always have these things, on Mother’s Day, they give everything… he 
raffles a refrigerator, a mattress, a whole lot of stuff, there’s cake for the mothers, 
guaraná,
46
 everything.  Children’s day, there’s a raffle for toys, they give out 
toys… 
However, the child demonstrated a reluctance to talk about traffickers and wanted 
to cut the conversation short; her answers to direct questions about traffickers were one-
word answers compared to the lengthy descriptions she had previously given about a 
major event in the Valão.  In essence, traffickers represent not just violence, but also a 
source of assistance and favors for children and adult moradores in Rocinha.  Because 
these favors are unpredictable, the traffickers cannot replace the order and security that 
could be provided by the state.  However, the benefits also present a dilemma for children 
because traffickers expect something in return (i.e. silence, help hiding from police, etc.).  
Although we were in an enclosed location where no one else was present, this child 
demonstrated the internal boundaries that she felt when publicizing traffickers’ roles in 
the community.  When I asked her if she had anything else to say, she said, “…não, não, 
não, também a Rocinha é muito legal... [no, no no... also, Rocinha is very cool...]” as a 
way of cutting the interview short.  Although she continued to talk about Rocinha for a 
couple more minutes, I could sense her discomfort and she did not return to the subject of 
traffickers.   
In another interview, I noticed a banner hanging at the end of the Valão and asked 
the child about it.  She explained to me that the previous weekend, there had been a 
birthday party in the Valão for a trafficker who had died in a shootout in the very place 
where we were sitting.  The party included cake, soccer games, and balloons in the main 
                                                 
46 This is a Brazilian soda popular at all parties.  It is more ubiquitous than Coca-Cola. 
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public area of the Valão.  Conveyed from the perspective of traffickers, the message that 
this event sends to children is clear: even in death, the traffickers at a certain level in the 
hierarchy are celebrated. More significantly, as in life, these men form part of the 
collective memory of Rocinha after death.  This furthers the ambiguity that children have 
about traffickers; traffickers contribute to a culture of fear and disorder in the community, 
but are also providers who deliver instant gratification.  The banner that I asked about 
depicted a seated man, dressed in black with a thick chain-like necklace around his neck.  
Morro Dois Irmãos, where Rocinha is located, was in the background, which symbolized 
his control over this area.  The narrative traffickers portrayed conveys that residents (and 
children) can be rewarded if they comply with traffickers, but as Machado da Silva 
suggests, they can face unknown consequences if they do not.   
The fourth example of narratives that children encounter in Rocinha comes from 
the older students, who participated in the programs at Tio Lino’s and Projeto Jovem.  
Some of what Tio Lino and the staff at Projeto Jovem would consider more successful 
narratives come from older ex-students of those NGOs who occasionally drop by the 
current location to help out, ask for advice, or just say hello.  Their presence encapsulated 
Tio Lino’s goal for children through the atelier: to stay out of trafficking and get into 
“something better.”  One of the former students worked for a travel agency, was a 
polyglot, and travelled internationally.  He would sometimes stop by to help Tio Lino 
with computer issues.  Another was an artist, who made a living working in alpinismo 
industrial (scaling buildings).  Finally, Tio Lino’s nephew, who was just a few years 
older than the oldest children frequenting the project, would also come by occasionally to 
help watch children.  At the Projeto Jovem, one of their ex-students was teaching theatre 
at a school.  He was working towards his teaching certification.  These older youth 
provided tangible examples of how to live life without becoming a part of the drug trade.  
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They were doing something positive with their lives and Tio Lino and the director of the 
Projeto Jovem were proud, which was evident in their interactions with them.  Tio Lino 
and the Projeto Jovem considered these young men as role models for the children who 
participated at the atelier and at the project.  Problematically, I never saw any young girls 
highlighted in this role and I have no possible answer for why young women were not 
used as role models.   
Finally, because they were in direct, daily contact, teachers, program staff and 
directors of both programs played a crucial role in transmitting public narratives to 
children at the community level and represent the fifth example.  Tio Lino’s role at 
Projeto Jovem and as the director of Mundo da Arte put him in a unique position and 
allowed him to convey and influence the children with certain narratives.  At times, he 
would refer to some of the kids as “violent” because some of their forms of 
communication often involved yelling or hitting.  He usually broke up these interactions, 
because he was unhappy with the way these children were treating each other.  
Occasionally, he would kick disruptive children out of the atelier.  In two instances I 
observed Tio Lino kick out one boy for bullying smaller children and another boy for 
following in the first one’s footsteps.  Both tested the unofficial boundary between the 
public street space and the semi-private space of Tio Lino’s atelier, but in different ways.  
The first child would taunt children from further away, catapulting small objects (i.e. 
orange peels) at them.  The second child would stand very close to the door and peer into 
the space, smiling impishly and then walk away.  Although they attempted to resist their 
punishment, they both respected Tio Lino’s decision and were aware of the consequences 
of breaking the rules.  Being on his good side meant access to paints and markers and 
paper, which inevitably led to drawing, and playing games such as Tic-Tac-Toe.  In an 
effort to provide much needed structure and order, Tio Lino remained firm in his 
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decisions, because as he told me, he wanted the children to see that life had consequences 
that would be enforced and they needed to learn to respect them.  In his everyday 
dealings with children, there were a few children and youth that he singled out as “good,” 
which led me to wonder how his divisions affected the children’s behavior.  To label 
children is not a recommended practice because it is a projection of how you expect them 
to act.  At the Projeto Jovem, many times the teachers, who were not from Rocinha, 
demonstrated that they had low expectations for the youth in terms of following 
directions and accomplishing goals.   
Tio Lino also wanted children and youth to develop positive narrative identities.  
Once, at the Projeto Jovem when he was asked to talk to the youth about the theatre 
classes (see Chapter 3), I witnessed him talking about confidence and believing in 
yourself.  He also tries to motivate the youth by building opportunities for the youth 
through Projeto Jovem and at the atelier.  Primarily, he was teaching a skill set of making 
art with recycled materials and generating income by selling this Rocinha “art” to 
tourists.
47
  Through this primary teaching he was also exposing the children to the options 
open to them outside of trafficking.  Once, when he asked elementary school-age children 
at the Projeto Jovem what they wanted to be as grown-ups, he replied that they should 
reach higher and continue to study.   
Tio Lino’s atelier and the Projeto Jovem provide a much needed outlet for order 
amidst the uncertainty of Rocinha.  However, Tio Lino’s atelier is different from the 
Projeto Jovem primarily because of two key, interrelated factors.  First, the director (Tio 
Lino) is a community member; he grew up in Rocinha and started working with children 
because he saw a need for alternatives to trafficking (hence the slogan, Troque uma arma 
                                                 
47 This is art made with tourists in mind and generally looks the same: a lighted Rocinha at night or the 
same hillside during the day, showing the vast number of houses on the morro. 
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por um pincel).  This opens him up to a network of community members who trust him, 
whereas Projeto Jovem has had to work very hard at creating a similar type of network.  
As a foreigner, the director of Projeto Jovem does not have this particular advantage, but 
has been able offer several opportunities for children regardless (i.e. bilingual school, 
adult literacy program, extracurricular activities for youth, alfabetização).  The atelier 
exemplifies a very Rocinha-based relational setting, while Projeto Jovem has more 
outside connections.  Second, the organization of these NGOs contributes largely to the 
kind of order they convey.  Tio Lino’s day to day operations are more chaotic because 
Mundo da Arte is essentially a one man show in a temporary location, struggling to 
rebuild the old location.  His main resources for conveying order are himself and the 
boundaries/regulations he can set in the atelier space, such as in the examples I provided 
above.  Projeto Jovem is able to create a more stable sense of order because they have a 
location that is outfitted for their basic needs.  In addition, the staff has meetings, sets 
protocol to follow with children, has specific schedules for classes, and employs more 
teachers.  Because they have more “moving parts,” Projeto Jovem needs to be more 
structured; i.e. teachers follow the same rules for punishment.  Through the use of order, 
these NGO spaces attempt to distance themselves from the macro disorder present 
because of drug trafficking.  In the micro space of the atelier and Projeto Jovem, these 
directors, teachers, and program staff are a source of order in Rocinha.   
CHILDREN’S SPATIAL KNOWLEDGE OF ROCINHA 
This section outlines children’s general sources of knowledge about areas in 
Rocinha and the limitations they exhibited.  As expected, children demonstrated an in-
depth knowledge of their most frequented areas in Rocinha.  They were highly aware of 
the social relationships embedded in each place.  Several children frequently referred to 
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certain areas by landmarks or community markers, mimicking adult ways of talking 
about space.  In the interviews, children exhibited some familiarity with the sub-bairro 
names, indicating a sense of space linked to a developed mental map of Rocinha that 
lined up with community level maps of Rocinha.  They identified places by associating 
them with social relationships, indicating where people lived and what activities took 
place there.  The use of descriptors such as up and down was very much related to the 
physical topography of the place and to the location of the interview.   
Another important factor in navigating and understanding Rocinha was the 
influence of each child’s immediate neighborhood.  Because my interviews were 
conducted with children who lived in the neighborhoods surrounding these particular 
NGOs, my understanding of their spatiality is very neighborhood-based.  Children’s 
experiences of Rocinha were based on contact with surrounding sub-neighborhoods and 
not all of Rocinha.  However, some of the older children made it apparent that they 
engaged with larger swaths of Rocinha through their familiarity with other sub-bairros 
through family relationships and/or friendships.   
In general, children revealed a lack of geographical knowledge when relating 
Rocinha to other city neighborhoods.  For example, I accompanied children from Projeto 
Jovem on a field trip to a nearby grassy park with wide open areas.  Children recognized 
the landmarks around Rocinha in middle to upper class neighborhoods.  They used lá, a 
term in Brazilian Portuguese used to colloquially indicate distance, when speaking of 
places in Rocinha that were not immediate to their everyday spatial practices; their 
manner of saying it emphasized the distance.  However, this was not different for 
locations they mentioned that were outside of Rio de Janeiro, such as Fortaleza or Cabo 
Frio.  Their concept of distance outside of Brazil was also vague; several times children 
asked me where I was from and I would pull out my day planner, which had a map, to 
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draw an airplane and a little dotted line all the way to Brazil.  On one occasion, a child 
asked me how long it would take to get to my house in the United States on the bus.  
There was a difference between children attending school outside of Rocinha and those 
who did not; the ones who were making a daily excursion into other neighborhoods of 
Rio de Janeiro had a better sense of distance and how those outside asfalto areas relate to 
Rocinha spatially.   
In an extreme case, one child claimed to have never left Rocinha.  I found this 
very difficult to believe, but not impossible.  She was not in school, and therefore had no 
reasons to leave.  Later in the interview however, it became apparent that she had left but 
not been aware of the difference in place.  Through our conversation, it became apparent 
that her spatial knowledge of Rocinha was much more limited than the other children’s.  
We looked out the window during her interview and I pointed to all the different housing 
spread across Dois Irmãos, the mountain where Rocinha is located, and said that it was 
all Rocinha.  She was astounded and asked me if it was really true.  However, most of the 
children had some sort of previous contact with outside areas through school activities, or 
had visited relatives who were living in other areas of Rio de Janeiro and Brazil.   
Children also made evident through their dialogues that their spatial knowledge of 
Rocinha was based on two different temporal categories based on age and time of day.  
These categories also intersected with and nuanced children’s experiences of favela 
spatiality.  First, by age, because as they grew older, their parents allowed them to walk 
alone, go to school alone, walk to the complexo esportivo alone.  These activities 
expanded their personal mental maps of Rocinha and Rio de Janeiro.  One younger child 
(age 10) confided that he rarely left without letting his mother or father know where he 
was going because “ela pensa que eu não tô perto dela, tô num lugar longe e ela fica 
muito preocupada… porque ela pensa que alguém me pegou, me levou pra longe... [she 
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thinks I’m not near here, that I’m too far away and she gets very worried…because she 
thinks somebody took me far away].”  Second, they demonstrated variations by time of 
day in knowledge about places.  Several children rationalized differences in navigation 
between daytime and nighttime and engaged in different strategies in order to safely 
maneuver through spaces they considered dangerous either during the day or at night.  
Most children acknowledged, as did the oldest boy (age 13) that participated in the 
project, that “durante o dia é tudo legal por causa que eu posso brincar onde eu quiser 
[…during the day everything is cool because I can play wherever I want].”  Night was 
discussed as a more dangerous, yet more exciting time.  I questioned whether they would 
be more likely to stay home at night and some children argued that they loved to be on 
the street and get out, especially at night because there was more to do.  I always noticed 
an increase in traffickers on the street at night, but this young girl said she still wanted to 
go out at night: 
P: Tem mais bandido na rua de noite, mesmo assim gosta de sair? 
R: Eu gosto de sair à noite, de manhã não tem nada pra fazer. 
P: You still like to go out even though there are more traffickers in the streets at 
night?? 
R: I like to go out at night; in the morning there is nothing to do. 
However, for others, the dangers of the night were also present, and one older boy 
acknowledged in an interview that there were a variety of night-related risks: 
G: Aqui já não, por causa que tem bandido e tem muita gente se drogando em 
meio do caminho...e tem gente que tá matando as pessoas... de noite assim, eu 
não gosto porque tem bandido, estuprador, mas de tarde não, eu gosto de 
brincar. Até eu queria brincar de noite na casa dos meus amigos, videogame... 
G: Here I can’t because there are traffickers and too many people using drugs in 
the way… and people killing other people… at night, I don’t like it because there 
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are traffickers, rapists, but in the afternoon, no, I like to play.  I would like to play 
at night at my friend’s houses, videogames… 
As Machado da Silva argues, the threat of drug trafficking related violence impacts the 
way children face temporal boundaries of night and day and navigate public street space, 
in addition to those constraints determined by age.  Because I lived in Rocinha, I was able 
to observe that Rocinha was alive at night similar to during the day but different; the 
night provided a time to relax but still reflected the busyness of this area.  Even during 
the week, it was common for me to see unaccompanied young children in the streets as I 
walked home from Tio Lino’s late at night.   
ROCINHA VERSUS FORA 
The social liminal zones that residents experience are what other scholars refer to 
as stigma.  In fact, stigma is often felt because of socially created boundaries.  In her 
follow-up study, Perlman (2010, p. 30) writes: 
Nowadays, drawing the line is more subtle and perhaps even more pernicious… 
perhaps the single persistent distinction between favelas and the rest of the city is 
the deeply rooted stigma that adheres to them and to those who reside in them. 
I am not sure to what degree this place-based stigma is present in children’s lives because 
the focus of my research shifted more towards the trajectories in and around the 
immediacy of Rocinha, not directly on children’s perceptions of the juxtaposition 
between the favelas and the rest of the city as I had originally envisioned.  During 
interviews and informal conversations, children stated that Rocinha was their home and 
were quick to express their comfort in Rocinha despite its trafficking.  Nevertheless, 
children’s language demonstrated an awareness of the stigmas attached to the favela.  As 
previously mentioned, they cited times in which they felt uncomfortable in their daily 
lives, such as the examples about spatial practices in Rocinha at night and during the day.  
Additionally, some fostered desires of living elsewhere.  Children who had more frequent 
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dealings with the asfalto (due to school, extracurricular activities, travel, etc.) articulated 
a more critical view of Rocinha.  One child pointed out the nighttime dangers previously 
mentioned and another said “na verdade, eu não me sinto a vontade em lugar nenhum 
[actually, I don’t feel comfortable anywhere]” as she referred to not feeling safe outside 
or in Rocinha.  These comments indicate the penetration of urban violence as 
sociabilidade violenta in their everyday lives. 
Remarkably, when questioned about whether or not they would continue to live in 
Rocinha, the group was divided.  Some suggested that they would stay in Rocinha as a 
grown-up, despite being immersed in a social order dictated by violence.  One child 
compared Rocinha to the “outside”: “eu sempre falo que gosto mais de morar aqui na 
Rocinha que morar fora [I always say that I like to live in Rocinha more than outside of 
it].” To clarify, I asked if she meant fora as outside of Rocinha, like in a nearby 
neighborhood and she replied yes.  This construction of the boundary that she highlights 
is particularly relevant.  It demonstrates that children may continue to differentiate 
between the morro and the asfalto even though current public narratives that seek to 
“join” the two parts of the city inform children’s conceptions of identity and space.  Other 
children emphasized that they would like to leave Rocinha and live elsewhere as adults 
when they were older.  One older boy who attended school just outside of Rocinha in 
middle-class Gávea said:  
P: Você não quer morar aqui quando cê crescer? 
V: Quero até quero, mas uns 30 anos daqui, quando eu estiver bem velhinho, 
quero ir pra fora. 
P: Por quê? 
V: Porque eu quero ficar bem velhinho fora. 
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P: Velhinho fora... cê acha que é bem mais tranquilo ficar velhinho fora que 
dentro? 
V: (afirmativo) 
P: So, you don’t want to live here when you grow up? 
V: I would like to, but thirty years from now, when I’m really old, I want to leave. 
P: Why? 
V: Because I want to be really old out there. 
P: Really old outside of here… do you think it’s better to be really old there than 
in here? 
V: (affirmative in body language). 
While some children just had a vague notion that they wanted to live outside, 
others commented directly that being fora was better because it was calmer (less violent).  
They associated tranquility with nature, which is one of the ways the children constructed 
a notion of a better place.  One student mentioned the neighborhood of his school as an 
ideal livable space due to the constant contact with the natural environment.  He said, “É 
legal, tranquilo, barulho dos passarinhos, na escola tem muito mico, macaco” [It’s cool, 
calm, birds singing, at school there are a lot of small monkeys (mico), monkeys].  The 
element of nature as he describes it is entirely missing from his sub-bairro in Rocinha, 
close to Via Ápia, one of the main roads.  Interestingly, many of the older residents I 
spoke to about Rocinha idealized nature and associated it with Rocinha’s pre-trafficker 
past.  This example suggests that children may relate tranquility with nature because it is 
something they learned from parents and other adults.   
Most notably, children’s desire to leave Rocinha was due to the experience of 
violence and the expectation of potential punishment.  One child, when asked why he 
preferred Cabo Frio over Rocinha, said “Porque lá eu posso sair pra qualquer canto 
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[Because there I can go anywhere].”  This was the same child who mentioned nighttime 
fears of rapists, traffickers, drug users and murders.  This particular child, like many of 
the others, restricted his movements based on what he perceived as possible threats 
within Rocinha due to traffickers.  In his comparison, his future (and past home) was 
better because he would not have to face the fear instilled by the traffickers’ presence, nor 
did he have to worry about the ways in which he would negotiate these spaces during his 
day (and night).  The ways in which children spoke about Rocinha clearly demonstrated 
their conflicts about place and how this influenced their narrative identity.  Their 
language about Rocinha depicted it as a social liminal zone and revealed the presence of 
stigma and potential punishment attached to distinct spaces within this favela and in the 
larger city.   
PLAY SPACE IN ROCINHA 
The children’s active use of space reflected their attempts to distance themselves 
from the drug trade and its associated social order.  This decision marked their experience 
of Rocinha’s public areas.  Children have several public and semi-private play spaces 
available to them.  The rua includes the street space, becos/courtyards, “child-friendly” 
play areas of the built environment, while the atelier and the home space represent the 
casa.  None of these spaces are entirely public rua spaces in the da Mattian sense because 
they can become private space through the type of activity that takes place, but they are 
all representative of the public space as a liminal zone in Rocinha.  In this section, I will 
discuss the ways in which children use these spaces, the sources of these spaces, and the 
potential discourses entering and influencing children’s identity through the use of these 
spaces.  There are some differences between the spaces that children have appropriated 
for play, such as street space and becos, and courtyards and constructed play spaces.  
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First, I discuss children’s use of street space, becos, and courtyards through the 
interviews and my observations during the time I spent in Rocinha.  Second, I use a 
specific state-designed project of child-friendly space to highlight some of the issues and 
benefits of these play areas.  Third, I examine Tio Lino’s atelier as a social home space 
where children engage in play.  Finally, I position the home space as a location for 
sheltered play. 
Playing in the streets 
The street usually served as an unstructured space for child-initiated group play.  
The street was a popular place to play in the Valão (see Figure 12) because it was open 
and located right in front of Tio Lino’s atelier.  The light from the atelier lit up portions 
of the street.  In addition, the surrounding businesses (lanchonete, homem de milho, copy 
shop, vegetable shop) provided a lot of movement to the area; adults were also present at 
times, as they would stop for a snack or a beer with friends.   
The unstructured nature of play in the street that I observed in the Valão was 
never present on the main road near my apartment in Rocinha.  In part, these high levels 
of play were due to the low levels of traffic in the Valão; there were barely any cars and 
the presence of motorcycles was easily negotiated by both the drivers and the children.  
Most of the traffic in the Valão was foot traffic, especially in front of Tio Lino’s atelier; 
this kind of traffic did not present a hazard to play.  At night, as previously mentioned in 
this chapter, they negotiated the presence of traffickers and were willing to play in the 
space in front of Tio Lino’s atelier regardless. 
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Figure 12 A child's photograph of the Valão 
Children acknowledged that the becos, or the informal network of alleyways 
connecting various parts of Rocinha, were the best way to get around, far better than 
following the main roads (i.e. Estrada da Gávea, Via Ápia, etc).  Becos are shortcuts 
connecting one area to another, and usually involve a lot of uneven stairs that allowed 
residents to quickly climb from one level to another.  The becos are problematic because 
traffickers can be stationed along them, which causes children to engage in distancing 
strategies when they are in these spaces, such as not making eye contact.  Despite the 
presence of traffickers, children named becos and courtyards, which are technically 
public, open space, as areas that they used for semi-private play.  Not all becos have 
traffickers present and children considered these areas protected and/or safe areas.  In 
Rocinha, some of the houses along the becos face the beco directly, which provides more 
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community eyes looking towards these play areas.  In the case of the courtyard, this was a 
space that was between four houses and walled off from the street, but common to all 
four houses.  In this unstructured space, the children used the street, becos, and courtyard 
for regular play but indicated that they were aware of the potential dangers. 
Although fear of potential punishment does not paralyze children, it does impact 
their micro-strategies for negotiating space.  Throughout the interviews, all but one of the 
children designated the street as a common play space where they felt most comfortable 
during the day.   
N: Deixa eu ver... porque a rua... Eu posso ficar brincando, porque a rua é muito 
legal, porque a rua é pra brincar... não vou ficar olhando a janela e olhando a 
rua, né? Você quer ficar o quê? dentro de casa olhando pra rua, pela janela, 
olhar pra um lado olhar pra outro.. ou você quer brincar, se divertir e curtir a 
vida?  
N: Well ... why the street… I can play, because the street is really cool, because 
the street is for playing… I’m not going to stare out the window at the street, 
right? What would you want to do? Stay inside staring at the street through the 
window, looking one way, looking the other way, or do you want to play, have 
fun and enjoy life? 
On one level, this is a clear demonstration of children’s perception of the street as fun and 
exciting, but also provides a larger commentary on how these children live their lives in 
Rocinha.  During an interview, one of the older boys articulated his desire to play outside 
by contrasting the excitement of the street with the boringness of the home:   
V: Eu fico em casa dormindo, só as vezes quando tá sol, eu solto pipa, vou 
brincar, de noite eu brinco. 
P: Brinca mais em casa ou na rua? 
V: Rua. 
P: Rua. Por quê? 
V: Ficar em casa só jogando videogame, enjoa. 
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V: I stay at home sleeping, only sometimes when it’s sunny, I fly my kite, I go 
play, I play at night. 
P: Do you play more at home or in the street? 
V: Street. 
P: Street. Why? 
V: Because staying at home playing videogames gets boring. 
Like in the previous conversation, one of the older girls emphasized the temporal aspect 
of being in the street late at night: 
R: Eu só saio de noite pra rua. 
P: Mas de dia só fica em casa. Por quê? 
R: Porque eu gosto de ficar em casa não gosto de ir pra rua não... É mais eu 
gosto de ficar em casa e sair de noite.   
R: I only go out at night to the street 
P: But during the day you stay home. Why? 
R: Because I like to stay at home, I don’t like going out to the street… Yeah, but I 
like to stay at home and then go out to the street at night. 
Children saw the street as exciting and favored over the home space for play, but 
as noted in other conversations, children were aware of the danger of playing in the street 
and the uncertainty of living with traffickers in specific areas.  They also witnessed their 
family and other community members negotiating these challenges in their everyday 
lives.  Their narratives are informed by the strategies used at the family and community 
levels to deal with traffickers in Rocinha.  The most prevalent strategy is to live life as 
normally as possible, despite the presence of trafficking, and to incorporate strategic 
negotiations into their everyday practices.  Strategies that involve minor changes such as 
reducing eye contact and navigating traffic-less becos allow children to avoid facing 
danger head-on in their daily lives.   
 91 
Interestingly, many pictures taken through the photo-voice project did not focus 
on the street space.  Of the 159 photos that were taken by the children I interviewed, only 
31% were pictures of the street.  The majority of the photos taken in the street were taken 
outside of Rocinha (in the neighborhood where the child went to school) or in the Rua 4 
area of Rocinha, which has recently been revamped through the PAC government project.  
These spaces are less threatening since they are more open, making it difficult for 
traffickers to impose restrictions, as they do in smaller spaces such as becos.  In the case 
of Gávea, all the pictures were taken in the patio of the school and near a fountain in front 
of the school.  The PAC project on Rua 4 widened the road and also re-painted the 
houses.  I only saw traffickers there once during one of the Sunday block parties.  In 
addition, no motor traffic is allowed in that area during most hours of the day.  The 
relatively safe, enclosed area of Rua 4 attracts children and they are aware of it being a 
PAC project.   
State narratives and play 
In this section, I highlight certain spaces that are a part of the built environment 
and that were created with children in mind.  The first category comprises areas built by 
the state, and I will use the sports complex as my primary example.  The second category 
is non-state areas, such as the atelier.  These are significant because children identified 
that they spent time in these places and the social narratives and relationships present in 
these spaces influence their personal narratives.   
The benefits of the complexo esportivo for children are mostly in access to sports 
programs.  The 15,000 square feet of space boasts 22 different programs for children, 
including gymnastics, soccer, and capoeira.  The complex has a soccer field, two pools, 
multi-sport courts (covered and uncovered), a skate park, a surf school, a judo school, 
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covered parking and locker rooms.  The most requested activities are swimming and 
soccer, and a child can only take part in one or the other in order to ensure a more even 
distribution of activities among the population.  In order to participate, children must be 
enrolled in school, which is easier said than done when living in Rocinha.  Many homes 
do not have physical addresses, which is necessary to complete the enrollment process.  
Although the Rocinha Census conducted through PAC states that only 0.4% of the 
school-age (4 to 14 years old) sample population are not enrolled in school (GERJ, 2009), 
my own observations suggest that numbers could be as high as 20%.  This makes access 
to the facility more difficult and limited to smaller number of children because they do 
not meet the criteria for enrolling in the center’s activities.   
The discourse of citizenship and inclusion through the complexo esportivo is due 
to its current association with the Olympic Games that will be held in the city in 2016.  In 
its new role, the complex also is supposed to provide opportunities for children to 
participate in sports and to cultivate new talent for the 2016 Olympic Games.  This new 
meaning for the complex points to the use of sports as an entry point for citizenship.  
However, this is a weak means of providing citizenship, especially when there are other 
infrastructure changes that would benefit residents in terms of social inclusion, such as 
increased sanitation and housing efforts that have not been carried out or have fallen flat.  
The narratives that trickle down through the PAC project do little to fuel children’s sense 
of aspiring to political and social citizenship. 
Play and the casa  
Due to the nature of the observations I conducted while serving as a volunteer, I 
noticed several ways in which the community transformed the space in front of Tio 
Lino’s atelier into a structured play space.  Adults organized structured activities such as 
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the community festa julinha48 and the play performed for the Italian theatre troupe.  
These events were set up in the immediate space in front of Tio Lino’s, which ended up 
serving as an extension of the private zone of the atelier.  This was partly due to the door 
always being open and facing the street; children felt free to wander in and out, but it also 
granted them an extension of space where the light from the atelier was still present.   
Tio Lino used the space outside of his atelier for multiple purposes, two of which 
I will highlight here.  The first use was to host what I referred to as ‘art moments,’ times 
in which he would set out paints and materials for artistic expression.  In these moments, 
children would take on roles in helping to set-up the materials.  He would assign tasks to 
groups of children and they would carefully follow through, such as in Figure 13 during 
an “art moment.”   
Children’s narratives of appropriate behavior were linked through relational 
meanings with each other in the studio space because it functioned as home space, 
particularly in the way that da Matta (1997) describes the casa.  Here, children’s 
identities existed through their relationships with others.  In this arena, they were children 
at play, yet Tio Lino regulated their behavior.  He trusted some of them more than others 
and these were allowed special privileges in terms of handing out art materials and 
knowing where they were located.  In this way, Tio Lino reinforced narratives of good 
behavior as a path to success and recognition; these children were held to more 
responsible tasks.   
                                                 
48 Traditional celebration that happens in Brazil usually during the month of June, but in this case, July as 
well. 
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Figure 13 Getting paint cups ready for an “art moment” 
If he banned a child from the space, he or she was not allowed to come back and 
instead hovered around the outside.  For the children that misbehaved, he enforced 
consequences, which he personally believed were not present in Rocinha in what he 
called the “right ways.”  As I mentioned before, his main resources for implementing 
order were the place and the respect the children had for him.  Secondly, the space 
directly in front of Tio Lino’s was also used one night for a play performed by some of 
the children for a visiting Italian theatre troupe.  Tio Lino set up a makeshift stage for the 
performance.  The spot was chosen because the theater teacher from the Projeto Jovem 
had a good relationship with Tio Lino and for its public nature.  The youth from the 
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project interacted with members from the theatre troupe and volunteers from outside of 
Rocinha were also there that night.  Tio Lino supports these kinds of social interactions 
because he firmly believes that children should engage in positive ways with the world 
outside of the favela.   
Home space 
Taking into consideration da Matta’s (1997) understanding of Brazilian society, 
there are two home spaces for children in Rocinha.  Because da Matta grounds his 
analysis in formal city space, the interactions that occur within the favela go largely 
unnoticed.  The first home space is exactly as da Matta describes as the actual home in 
which children’s identities exist through the relational meanings with others in the casa.  
However, on a larger scale Rocinha serves as the casa and Rio de Janeiro can be 
positioned as the rua.  I argue that the second, larger home space are the sub-bairros and 
Rocinha itself; in doing so, I jump from a home/family scale to a community scale, which 
is not discussed in da Matta’s (1997) work.  Within Rocinha, children have connections 
in the street/neighborhood areas that they frequent, and their narrative identity is formed 
through contact with the larger narratives upheld by residents.  They are socialized 
through these contacts about the “rules” of violent sociability and how to successfully 
negotiate potential conflicts. 
First, I will focus on da Matta’s original home space as a relational setting and its 
juxtaposition with the street.  The number of photographs of home space taken by girls 
was significantly higher (91%) than the number taken by boys (44%).  The home is a site 
of gendered narrative identities; girls more frequently mentioned their involvement in 
household tasks such as cooking.  Boys referred to the home space as a place to stay 
indoors and play videogames.  The casa provided a “safe” haven from the traffickers of 
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the street, even though the bala perdida is still a threat at home because it can go through 
walls or enter windows.  The social space in the casa, based on the existing relationships 
with friends and extended family, is what provides a sense of safety and order. 
Examining the children’s photographs, it appeared that girls spent less time in the 
street and more time in the home space, but my interviews indicated that both genders 
enjoyed being in the street.  However, the majority of the boy-street photographs were 
not taken within Rocinha, which could signal a discomfort with street space in Rocinha 
for boys.  Boys’ discussion about the photographs hinted that no photographs were taken 
in Rocinha because of a fear of potential punishment by traffickers.  One girl said she 
was directly uncomfortable taking photographs in the street in Rocinha as well: “Eu não 
gosto de tirar foto de rua…nunca gostei tirar foto na rua…fora da Rocinha eu tirava [I 
don’t like taking pictures of the street… I never liked taking pictures in the street…I used 
to take pictures outside of Rocinha].” Other factors could contribute to this decision as 
well.  I found that it was difficult to get children to pinpoint an exact source of 
discomfort.  However, their uneasiness about the traffickers led me to believe that they 
were definitely one of the sources.   
Second, I contend that the most important use of the casa is in the development of 
social relationships and thus, the relational setting and narrative identity for children.  
Children’s descriptions of photographs taken in the home, which represented nearly 69% 
of the photos taken, were always focused on the people in the photographs, if there were 
any present.  This reaction suggests that children’s home space is used to develop 
relationships with family and friends that will later prove useful in the community street 
space of Rocinha.  Both boys and girls spoke of being in the street often, yet their 
photographs reflected a strong attachment to the home-space and the relationships 
associated with that setting (mother-daughter; grandmother-grandchild; cousin-cousin; 
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sibling-sibling).  Children responded that they felt good at home and the photographs 
highlight the importance/quantity of time spent in the home-space.  Home did not always 
mean just immediate family, but also the friends, girlfriends of older brothers and cousins 
that formed a part of that space as well.  Friends were present in many of the photographs 
in home-space, signaling the importance of this space for social relationships with people 
outside of the immediate family.   
When thinking about Rocinha as the home space on the community level, the 
boundary that exists between casa and rua is more strongly delineated between Rocinha 
and what the children referred to as fora, or the space outside of Rocinha.  Although 
transit options are plentiful and many moradores and children spend parts of their day in 
the more “formal” city space, my findings indicate that stigma continues to draw the line 
for children in Rocinha.  Children have learned to navigate the disorder in Rocinha and in 
some ways; the known unstable environment is more comforting than an actually safe 
environment (i.e. outside of Rocinha) that is unknown.  Violent sociability refers to life 
within Rocinha and in their understanding, outside of Rocinha there is no danger (e.g. 
their desires to move to places that they associate with calm).  The boundaries that exist 
at the home-street level of community endure socially and as a result, form a part of their 
narrative identities.   
CONCLUSIONS 
This chapter linked together notions of sociabilidade violenta, narrative identity, 
liminal zones and citizenship to analyze the data collected during my study.  I outlined 
the discourses and institutions that shape children’s perceptions of violence and 
citizenship in Rocinha.  In addition, I highlighted the different levels of narratives that 
penetrate children’s daily lives by identifying the state (institutions and agents), the 
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traffickers, older youth/young adults in Rocinha, and the directors, teachers and the 
program staff of non-governmental organizations.  Moreover, I summarized their spatial 
knowledge of Rocinha, including limitations based on neighborhood settings, and 
temporal categories such as age and time of day.  The juxtaposition of Rocinha and fora 
continues to play a key role in children’s lives in this favela and they are very aware of 
how these areas are stigmatized within the city space.  Finally, I discussed children’s use 
of play space and how the narratives imprinted on these areas informed their 
understanding of violence and disorder in Rocinha. 
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Chapter 5 
Conclusions 
In this thesis, I examined children’s unique understanding of favela spatiality 
through their perceptions of public narratives related to drug trafficking violence in 
Rocinha.  I argued that these macro narratives affect children’s ontological narratives, 
and as such, their daily practices in how they confront trafficking-related violence.  In 
addition, I framed these issues within the context of historical stigma in order to show the 
complex roots of these narratives in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas.  I demonstrated that the 
state institutions and agents and drug-traffickers generate two of the most prevalent 
public narratives available to children.  My findings show that children’s perceptions 
reflect the conflict between those two narratives.  This state of confusion actively fuels 
the ways in which children and youth form an understanding of Brazilian citizenship.   
Children’s current practices reflect a socio-spatial liminal transition zone, as they 
navigate favela space and formal city space.  They are active creators of their own micro-
geographies as they face the stark contrast of these locations.  As they traverse between 
the morro and the asfalto, children are spatially bound to a stigmatized Rocinha, which 
affects their social experience in Rio de Janeiro.  Although scholars and residents 
continue to use these terms to describe imaginaries and discourse, the duality of the city 
is fading.  Physically, the edges of favelas are becoming more integrated with the city, 
through recent infrastructure upgrades and urbanization projects reflect some of the 
state’s efforts at social inclusion that residents have experienced over time.  As I 
demonstrated, children are both residents of Rocinha and students at schools in middle to 
upper-class neighborhoods.  Residents attend school, perform, protest, and work in 
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asfalto areas.  While the deeply rooted stigma still prevails, these are small signs that it is 
eroding due to continued contact with the asfalto.   
I conclude that children in Rocinha accept violence as part of the reality of living 
in their community.  Violence does not instill paralyzing fear in children and youth 
because their relational setting in the community teaches them to coexist with traffickers.  
Furthermore, my results reveal that a more nuanced understanding of “dysfunctional 
space” is possible beyond what the literature and policymakers claim.  The spaces of 
violence that children encounter are negotiated, but they are not overcome.  Children 
understand there is an imposed social order and attempt to define their actions around it.  
Future research would benefit from recognizing that these hypothetically disordered 
informal spaces of the city are subject to a particular order that shapes daily practices.  
This is important to recognize because it affects future policy directed towards children in 
favelas and how it will be formed. 
My sample represents children and youth in favelas who are participating in NGO 
projects that aim to turn them away from drug trafficking to other options. Thus, this is a 
somewhat limited study.  These children are exposed to multiple narratives of confusion 
and disorder, yet are building a social network to stay out of trafficking through their 
participation in non-governmental organizations.  As my research demonstrates, their 
network of friends and adult role models is largely Rocinha-based with a few exceptions.  
In order for social programs aimed at favela children to have an impact, the state should 
partner with existing favela-based NGOs in order to penetrate the fabric of children’s 
communities.  This is a critical contribution for policymakers to consider that children in 
these areas may benefit more from increased access to social institutions and networks 
than playgrounds.   
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Non-governmental and other community-based organizations in favelas play an 
important role in the lives of children.  The NGO-provided discourse now competes with 
the more prevalent discourses of traffickers and the state.  Although it would be naïve to 
assume that these groups are a panacea to the difficulties faced by children growing up in 
the stigmatized favela, the reality is that they tend to open up other options and narratives 
for children living in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro.  Because they are familiar with the 
nuances of the community and the city, organizations run by community members impart 
the necessary skills to navigate both the formal city space and Rocinha, which are less 
prevalent at NGOs run by outsiders. 
This research brings children’s perspectives to the table and contributes to 
dialogues about Rocinha and its challenges.  For future studies, I believe a participatory 
project conducted over a longer period of time would provide more nuanced data.  A 
lengthier time frame would allow for researchers and children and youth to co-develop a 
study agenda and compile resources.  Regardless, the project opened up a space for 
dialogue on a smaller scale in that some children were thankful for the opportunity to 
discuss key issues in their lives relating to violence and trafficking and their daily 
negotiations of these subjects.  Machado da Silva (2008) writes that residents who 
participated in focus groups for his study felt similarly and that the space for dialogue led 
to the formation of social networks and partnerships against trafficking through various 
favelas.   
Children in this situation are constantly coping, unsure of whether a formal city 
space where the state is involved would be better than a known-space dictated by violent 
sociability.  Due to sociabilidade violenta, children confront liminal spaces within 
Rocinha that can easily be fractured because they are subject to an arbitrary law; 
however, they are socialized to deal with these situations because they are bounded by 
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violence from both the state and the traffickers.  Children, like adults in similar situations, 
are seeking to create difference between themselves and the traffickers, even in spaces of 
play.  In distancing themselves from the larger city discourses surrounding the favela, 
propagated by the state and the media outlets, children must turn to alternative public 
narratives.  The question is: which narratives will be available to children through the 
public space of Rio de Janeiro? 
The spatial discourses surrounding the new state-led programs are those of 
inclusion and citizenship.  Projects geared towards children and youth, such as the new 
sports complex and the playground space, send a message of government interest in 
young favela residents as future citizens meriting social inclusion.  These state-sponsored 
areas of play, such as the complexo esportivo, do little to level the playing field for 
children who are already disadvantaged socially and economically. These state-led 
changes will most certainly influence moradores’ relationships with traffickers, since the 
traffickers’ power could decrease and thus they would no longer be seen as community 
“benefactors” over the state.   
For transformation to occur in Rocinha, the state must have a consistent, 
permanent presence, instead of once-in-a-while projects.  In addition, they must consider 
the positive and negative consequences of these projects on residents’ lives.  Changes 
inappropriate to community realities mean that the state risks stimulating a clientelistic 
relationship between the traffickers and the residents and as such, allowing for traffickers 
to forge a similar relationship with children in Rocinha, which would ensure their 
continuity.  This study provides a unique point of comparison for future research because 
it took place before the recent state-led changes in Rocinha, such as the arrest of the head 
of the community’s drug trade and the installation of the UPP in this favela.  In this 
recently “pacified” favela community, we must wait to see the impact of new public 
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narratives of the state and their influence on traffickers and the established social order of 
sociabilidade violenta on children’s narratives of Rocinha.   
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